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Praise for Katy Nyquist


"This fantasy story is a wild ride, featuring a fascinating cast of characters that keep the story rolling. Ysabel is such a compelling character as she dodges corrupt leaders, warriors, and others who think they have a right to her… this story sucked me right in. A Holy Maiden’s Guide to Getting Kidnapped by Katy Nyquist is a fast-paced romp full of intrigue, adventure, and steam!"

— Natasha Jackson of Readers’ Favorite


"A Holy Maiden’s Guide to Getting Kidnapped a protagonist with a strong voice and unique character facets like face blindness and a healing gift… and some nice worldbuilding, both in broad strokes and specific detailing."

— Elayne Audrey Becker, author of the Forestborn duology


"Absolutely fell in love with Ysabel and Kaine… The 'opposites attract' trope worked so well for this story… The stakes are high throughout… Great craft and storytelling!"

— April L. Wood, author of the Season of the Witch series


"Both [Ysabel and Kaine are] strongly drawn and very relatable."

— Bogi Takács, author of Power to Yield
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	To my mother, who read the very first clumsy poem that I wrote and told me it was good, inspiring me to continue writing. You have encouraged me every step of the way, reading all of my early writing no matter what strange genre I threw at you. Without you, I never would have stuck at it long enough to get published.


	Chapter One

	The first time I saw a ghost, I had been lying on my belly in the attic reading. My candle had burned down to a nub. The ceiling was so low that I would have hit my head if I sat up. The air reeked of mold. I’d come to find the smell comforting. This was my safe space. Here I kept all my books about distant foreign lands, both real and imaginary. At fifteen, I was desperate to escape my village, my peers, my home, and most of all my parents.

	My older brother Calum appeared out of nowhere with his torso sticking out of the floor. Blood poured from his cut throat, more than seemed possible for a human body to hold. The crimson flood struck straight through my pajamas and my stomach. Yet I felt no sensation of wetness as my brother’s insubstantial blood ran through mine.

	Was this all a nightmare? Last time my sister Bora caught me up there, she’d told me that I could die if I fell asleep reading and lit the attic on fire. Could I be burning alive in the real world? In a confused panic, I blew out the candle.

	The ghost glowed like moonlight illuminating the darkness. Calum’s glassy eyes fixed on me. “Tell Ysabel that it’s a trap. Head Cardinal Jiang is Dark Lord Chingis. She can’t let him sacrifice her, it won’t save anyone, it will doom the world. Please. Tell her.”

	My sweaty hands and dry throat felt too real for a dream. With a strangled cry, I flung open the attic trapdoor and dropped down into the closet. My bare feet stung from the impact.

	When I looked down, I wished I hadn’t. Blood flowed between and through my toes, intangible and glowing. The ghost hovered above me. I could hear his labored breath like someone trying to inhale through a slit throat.

	I ran downstairs, following a thread of light to the dining room. As soon as I was out of sight of the apparition, I started to feel sane again. “Bora, I had a dreadful nightmare!”

	Bora’s eyes were red and puffy. Sitting at the table, she held a letter in her trembling hands. Her voice sounded as if she couldn’t believe her own words. “Calum is dead. A necromancer murdered him.”

	The blood-soaked ghost appeared behind her, staring with eyes empty of emotion, as if her tear-filled gaze had sucked in all the sorrow in the world.

	I don’t remember what happened next, but I’m told I fainted. The head damage and loss of my brother covered up my subsequent hysteria. No one realized my babbling had betrayed that I had necromancy, the hated gift that carried a death sentence in these parts.

	In fact, Calum had been dead for an entire day. Between the army of zombies taking over the Holy City and my oldest sister collapsing after the battle, it had taken a while for anyone to send us a letter. There had never been the slightest chance for me to deliver his message.

	For years, I begged and pleaded with my brother’s ghost to speak, but he never said another word.

	[image: * * *]

	My name Benoni means sorrow. My mother named me such because the day I was born, my sister Ysabel brought me back from the dead, and less than a week later, our father sold her into slavery for her healing powers. My mother never forgave me. The name served as a perpetual reminder that I took my sister’s future in order to live.

	Two days ago, my mother’s very last words to me had been to tell me that I should never have been born. Then she got into a carriage with my father, who for some mysterious reason was a lot more forgivable than me. My personal theory was that she had found me smaller and easier to hit.

	The carriage never reached the planned picnic lunch. One broken wheel and tumble off a cliff later, I was doing my best not to laugh at their funeral. No matter my terrible relationship with my parents, it would have looked awful to laugh during their burial. I blamed the orcs.

	Our village cemetery was small but very well maintained, surrounded by an iron fence and a wall of purple rhododendrons. Every headstone had been made by the same local stone-carving family for generations with the exact same round design etched with angels. More flowering bushes obscured the back of our red wooden church.

	The grave had been filled in, the priest had finished speaking, and the dark clouds overhead threatened rain. But it had long been the tradition of my village for every citizen (we didn’t have that many) to line up and give condolences to the bereaved family after the burial. That was only me. My second-oldest sister Bora had been out of the country in South Sherda, and given our lack of embalming services in the small village, we couldn’t wait for her to return before planting the corpses unless we wanted to stink up the entire church. My oldest sister Ysabel hadn’t spoken to our parents since they sold her into slavery, and good for her. My older brother Calum hovered in front of me, blank-faced and silent. Ever since the first and only time he’d spoken to me, he’d been following me around without a single sign of awareness. The endless blood still gushed from his throat.

	The ghosts of three orcs who had decided to haunt me floated around the cemetery. Corporal Bloodlust poked her hand through a tombstone and shouted, “Will not the dead rise up and challenge me to glorious battle? Lord Necromancer, can’t you at least summon up a skeleton or two?”

	I glared, attempting to convey with my eyes that: 

	1. No, I wasn’t going to raise the dead; 

	2. This was my parents’ funeral; 

	3. She needed to shut up because no one else could see or hear her, and she was making me look crazy for reacting to her.

	Alas, Corporal Bloodlust had never been the type to take a hint. She stood half again my height with warty green skin, long ears ending in fins, giant tusks, steel plate armor, and jet-black hair. Her helmet and part of her skull had been crushed by the rock that had killed her. Swinging her double-headed battle axe, she roared at the sky, “Come down and face me like warriors, storm clouds! Only pansies hide up in the air!”

	When her insubstantial weapon swung straight through the baker’s oversized raccoon hat, I nearly laughed. Covering my mouth with my hand, I hoped it looked more like I’d been overcome with grief.

	The baker stepped forward. “My sympathies for your loss. May the Sun God be with you during this tragic time.”

	“It was very unexpected.” I couldn’t say tragic with a straight face.

	“You’ll tell your sisters that I gave my sympathies, won’t you?” The baker looked around as if hoping my famous sisters would appear. Our village’s only claim to fame had been producing Holy Maiden Ysabel and Head of the Royal Council Bora. The same people who used to push around my sisters for being half-Conollian now bragged about having met them.

	I grunted in a way that promised nothing. My collar itched. I only owned one black tunic, and it was too small on me. My britches looked more grey than black, but no one local could afford fancy black mourning finery, so I didn’t look too out of place.

	Sergeant Toesmiter stuck an arm around my shoulder, hovering but not able to touch without going through my skin. The crushed and bleeding half of his body pressed against me. His face looked like a mad artist’s painting, his nose smooshed up near his eyeballs. However, I was used to him. In a very earnest way, he said, “My lord, it deeply sorrows me that your parents would be buried without any enemies to share their casket. Are there no neighboring countries to make war on? Or you could slay whoever constructed the carriage for vengeance.”

	“It’s not worth the effort,” I hissed out of the corner of my mouth. “We weren’t close.”

	I’d been unwanted from the moment of my conception. My parents had apparently been taking measures to avoid having a child, and they had failed. My mother had been told after her last child that another would probably kill her, which the doctor proved completely right about. After a long and bloody childbirth, my healer sister had saved us both. My father couldn’t afford to pay a doctor for a termination, so obviously, he couldn’t afford to feed me either. I wasn’t present for any of this, but I heard later that my dad tried hitting my mom’s pregnant stomach repeatedly. She shouted at him about it late at night. That was my childhood. Dad used to say my prenatal beatings might explain a few things about me, in a tone as if it wasn’t his problem. Both my parents had turned fists on me, whenever Calum and Bora weren’t around to stop them. At least until Ysabel had returned as a wealthy Holy Maiden and used her money to control the household. She’d installed servants as spies and made it clear the stipend she sent depended on my so-called parents only hitting each other. Their relationship had been scrambled as a dog’s breakfast: they’d divorced, reconciled, then separated again, and been back together when they’d died.

	Calum had been my only true parent. As long as I kept looking at his maimed shade, I could resist laughing at this farce of a funeral. No one in the village had shown up out of affection—my father had been in debt to anyone dumb enough to lend him money, and my mother had a vicious tongue. I’d gone through a period of seeking my mother’s approval and forgiveness for the crime of being born, before eventually realizing she wasn’t much better than Dad. Mom only idolized Ysabel after she was gone. That woman couldn’t have been a good parent to any present and living child with needs.

	I’d already mourned my parents long before they’d died, on account of their lengthy illness—the common condition of being assholes. I’d even finished mourning the parents they could have been if they’d been better people. The funeral was merely a social obligation. I’d spent the whole time worried they might show up as ghosts, but I’d been spared that. Most people didn’t linger after death.

	Toesmiter nodded, his head falling off his broken neck. “Ah, I see, you desire your foul progenitors to be condemned to roam the earth and unable to find the afterlife or reincarnate, like me and my disgraced comrades who died in a landslide instead of magnificent combat.”

	I’d had this argument before, yet even as the village seamstress stepped forward, I could not resist trying again. My hand over my mouth, I whispered. “Not all orcs who died peaceful deaths become ghosts, or there would be a lot more of you. I could help you pass along.” 

	“CONDEMNED TO WANDER THE EARTH! UNTIL WE FIND AN HONORABLE BATTLE TO DIE IN!” Toesmiter waved his arms and screamed at the clouds.

	“If you insist,” I whispered. They were all very dramatic. I knew full well such long-lived and experienced ghosts could erase their death injuries, but orcs found blood to be stylish.

	The seamstress scowled at me. “What are you saying?”

	“Nothing.” I pasted a fake smile on my face, realized it looked inappropriate, and replaced it with an equally fake frown. “Thank you for your condolences.”

	The lines on her face deepened. “I hadn’t given them yet.”

	“Oh, I’m sorry, it’s just… it looks like it might rain soon…” I craned my neck at the people behind her. It wasn’t only the storm clouds that made me want to get this over with. Cemeteries made me feel very strange, almost electrified. The corpses below sang to me. I could have counted their bones like the lines in my palm. I had never once raised a corpse from the dead before and didn’t intend to start now. Yet a part of me kept reaching like a thirsty man chained just out of reach of a cup of water.

	Begrudgingly, the seamstress said, “Condolences.”

	Captain Desolation perched on my mother’s tombstone with her legs crossed. Her giant boots dragged on the ground. Lichen grew on her right cheek and down her arms, but that seemed to be normal for orcs. Her tusks were as long as my hand. She’d emerged from the landslide with the least damage—only an unlucky rock had hit her on a deadly place on her forehead, leaving a purple bruise. “If you brought back your parents as zombies, I could kill them a second time so they could die in battle.”

	“Really not necessary,” I said between clenched teeth. “In fact, it’s not necessary for you three to be here at all.”

	Desolation smiled with many teeth. “We’re here to support you! It’s not like you have any other friends.” The other two orcs laughed raucously.

	This was completely true. However, I attributed my outcast status in no small part to the ghosts who followed me around, leading to me apparently talking to thin air around other people. Their friendship was a self-fulfilling prophecy of loneliness. “I don’t need—”

	The stone carver cleared his throat. I’d spoken too loudly, judging from his glare. His wife and three small children stood next to him. Puffing out his chest, he said, “I’m sorry for your loss.” Then, entirely too loud, he added, “And sorry for your parents that their only surviving son is a lunatic.”

	“They weren’t the best parents either,” I said flatly, staring him down. The whole village knew about my parents’ abuse. Small villages always knew.

	He didn’t like that, judging from his glare. Thunder rolled overhead. He looked up at the darkened sky, then left with his family.

	A few other people in line discreetly slipped off as well. I thanked them in my head. The butcher and his pregnant wife said a few quick words, then ran just as the first fat raindrops hit the ground.

	Lightning crackled down somewhere outside the village, followed by louder thunder. For a brief moment, I could have sworn the shadow of a dragon flashed overhead, but it must have been a funny-shaped cloud.

	“That’s it?” Bloodlust demanded. “No burning boats? No drinking? No fights to the death?”

	Now we were finally alone, I didn’t hesitate to speak directly to her. “We tend to bury the dead, not cremate, in Arahasnor, and humans don’t have such a celebratory attitude toward death.”

	Bloodlust threw her axe at the ground. “No wonder you’re all so small! Humans have undernourished spirits.”

	“Whose species is extinct, yours or mine?” I had a close-enough friendship with the orcs to make dark jokes. Or, rather, I couldn’t even feel anything when Bloodlust tried to throttle me.

	Desolation lifted the corporal away from my throat. To me, she said, “I wish we could give you a better fight on your parents’ funeral.” She sounded sincere about it.

	Toesmiter hit me with a hammer from behind. It passed through my torso. “Did you feel anything?”

	“No, sorry.”

	Desolation picked him up, too. She was a head taller and much bulkier than him. Orc women ran larger and more muscular than men. You would think that would lead to a female-dominated society, especially since orcs valued strength above all else, and you’d be partly right. But anyone could have magic, and that proved to be an equalizer. A man who can toss around balls of fire can kick the ass of a woman slightly taller. Since orcs valued strong mates, they encouraged males to learn combat with the females. I’d say I saw slightly more female commanders, but the inequality was nothing like how humans treated women. Orcs gave out no handicaps but were happy to accept any man as a leader if he proved he could kill as well as a woman.

	Savagely, Desolation banged together the heads of her two subordinates. Their helmets clanged with the impact (ghosts could touch each other). “Sorry for their silliness,” she told me. “We should find a way to honor your parents in human tradition.”

	“No, you really don’t have to.” But they had already faded away.

	That left me alone with my silent dead brother. I was about to vanish myself before the sprinkling turned into proper rain. Then I spotted the little girl standing at the cemetery gate.

	She had tanned skin, dark monolid eyes, and black hair in two pigtails. I would have guessed her age to be five or six years old. The rain pattered through her body, but even without that, I would have known her as a ghost. Necromancers had a certain instinct. No child had died recently in our small village, and her white, embroidered robe marked her a foreigner. She must have been drawn to me from a long distance.

	I walked over and knelt down. Pellets of rain ran down my face. Mud soaked into my knees. Gently, I asked, “What’s your name, little lady?”

	Looking up from under her bangs, she whispered, “Ai.”

	For someone so young, this situation had to be handled delicately. “It’s nice to meet you. My name is Benoni. How are you doing?”

	“I know I’m dead,” Ai said. “I was sick for a long time.”

	Ah. My heart clenched. That did make it easier. “I’m sorry. Do you have any final wishes or words to pass along?”

	She shook her head. “I wanted to see our cat give birth, so I stayed. The kittens were very cute. Now I’m stuck. I don’t know how to leave.”

	“I can help you with that.”

	“Can you help him?” She pointed over my shoulder at where Calum’s ghost noiselessly bled.

	Humans have an amazing adaptability; even other intelligent species say so. It turned out I could even get used to seeing my brother’s eternally bleeding corpse for every single day of my entire life. At this point, I barely noticed him.

	I turned to look at where my older brother stood next to our parents’ gravestones. He did not seem aware these stones belonged to anyone connected to him.

	“I’m trying to help him. The necromancer who murdered him did something strange to him. I can’t help him pass along like I can with other ghosts, and he can’t speak.”

	She gazed at me solemnly. “He’s in very bad shape. I can hear him screaming inside. He’s trapped in darkness and can’t get out. It’s getting worse. Soon, he won’t have any mind left to save.”

	My stomach rolled with acid. I’d always told myself that at least Calum couldn’t feel anything in his current state. “How can you tell? Can you talk to him?”

	She shook her head. “I can feel his emotions. I always used to be able to feel people.”

	Sometimes, ghosts retained their magical gifts after death; sometimes, they didn’t. It depended on if a ghost could still pay the price their magic required.

	“I’ve made you sad.” She hung her head. “I’m sorry.”

	“No, thank you for telling me how my brother feels. I’ll try even harder to help him, as soon as possible.” I forced a smile.

	“Am I going to end up like that?” she asked nervously.

	“No, I’m followed around by three orcs who have been fine as ghosts for a millennium. If you have a reason to stay in this world, then you can. If you don’t, then I can send you on. The choice belongs to you.” I thought this small girl had already been offered too few choices in her short life. I wouldn’t push her one way or another.

	She gnawed on her lip. “I should go. Reminders of me only make my parents sad. I tried very hard to become visible and say hi to my friends, but I scared them.”

	I felt grateful she hadn’t asked me what came next. Despite being a necromancer, I had no idea. The village priest would have spoken of heaven. The elves believed in reincarnation. My orc friends possessed the peculiar belief that mortal life was a boot camp to prepare them for a grand war in the afterlife, an epic battle of good against evil. I’d never seen evidence to support any of the many religions around the world, so I considered myself open-minded and agnostic. I knew souls existed after death, because I currently spoke to one. And I knew that ghosts went somewhere besides oblivion, because I touched that place with my mind as they passed.

	I held out my hand. Ai pressed her palm to mine. I said, “Ai, I wish that you will find all the peace and happiness the place beyond this world can offer. I hope that you will have more joy and experiences than you did in this life. If there is any power in this gift of mine, then let your afterlife bring you fulfillment.”

	Ai smiled at me, then her body turned into a brilliant pillar of light. The ray shot up like a beacon, piercing the dark clouds overhead. I felt her soul pour between my fingers: her stubbornness, her love of all creatures fluffy, her antsy energy that always had her staying up late at night, her fierce love for her parents and annoyed budding love for her baby brother. In that moment, I touched some greater force than either of us, the life of the very planet itself, connecting every soul. It washed away all my pain and complicated guilt for my parents’ deaths in an exquisite moment of perfect peace.

	Then I was back in the cemetery, the rain pelting me and my brother’s shade staring through me.

	Groaning, I stood up. The rain had gotten harder, soaking through my clothing and my shoes. My bangs clung to my face. Shivering, I felt the cold all the way to the roots of my teeth.

	Behind me, the priest asked, “Were you praying?”

	I whirled around. “Um. Yes. Praying.” Normally, I didn’t attend church or pretend to be a believer in the Sun God. But I needed an excuse. If anyone found out about my necromancy gift, it would get me lynched by my own neighbors. It didn’t matter that the current monarchy had legalized all gifts. People remembered Dark Lord Chingis, who had devastated this continent with a zombie army. More recently, they remembered Chingis returning under the name Jiang and killing a bunch of people again, including my brother.

	Not a single living person knew what I could do. Although I knew Bora wouldn’t have turned me in, given all the pain a necromancer had caused our family, I had decided against telling my sister. Why become another source of suffering for my family?

	The elderly man beamed at me. He carried an umbrella, but the hem of his white robe had gotten soaked. “Times like these do return us to our faith.”

	“Uh-huh.” I didn’t want to get his hopes up about seeing me in church. “Look, it’s raining; we should head inside.”

	He took my hand. “I’m very sorry for your loss. Just when your parents were patching up their marriage, too.”

	“I can’t think of two people better suited to take each other out of the marital pool.” I pulled back my hand.

	“It’s a shame you’re the only one of their children who could be here.”

	From the priest’s dreamy eyes, he fantasized about the Holy Maiden in her legendary glory, listening to his sermon. If only he could see Calum standing behind him with a gaping slit throat. “Uh-huh.” I edged for the door.

	“Hey!” three orcs chorused at the same time. I turned to look. Bloodlust, Desolation, and Toesmiter all spat on my parents’ graves.

	“We are enacting a human tradition for the dishonorable dead,” Desolation said.

	Toesmiter danced on top of the graves. He was very bad at it, resembling a man trying to shake ants out of his pants. “This is for two cowards who hit small children instead of someone their own size.”

	Bloodlust chopped her axe through the grave. “That’s for trying to send your own son to a mental institution! If the beings he talks to don’t exist, then who’s chopping up your grave, huh?” She stuck her butt over the gravestone and farted.

	I finally gave in and laughed like a maniac, as rain poured over me, thunder boomed, and the priest gaped.
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	Unfortunately for me, it was still raining when I went graverobbing. The worst of the storm had passed, leaving only a steady drip of rain. My blue wool cloak, a gift from Bora, had a thick hood to keep the rain off my face. My hands carrying the shovel still got soaked.

	The fence gate was not locked. People rarely bothered to lock any doors in my hometown. Mud soaked my boots and splattered my pants legs as I slogged toward the graves.

	Bloodlust floated alongside me, chattering, “This is great! You’re finally committing crimes! When we first found you, we thought a necromancer would surely live an exciting life of gruesome slaughter. We believed you would be the fulcrum about which history would turn and empires would rise and fall. Then you turned out to be just some guy living off his sister’s money.”

	“Hey!” I protested. “I was working my butt off at Silvan College when you met me, and I graduated with full honors. Yes, Ysabel paid for my tuition, and yes, I’m very grateful. I’m even more grateful that she gifted money to all us siblings so I didn’t have to find a job and I could focus on saving Calum.” Not only had I been hard at work trying to decipher my gift in secret, I’d dealt with a steady flood of ghosts requesting my help. I didn’t deserve to be treated like a bum.

	“Books.” Bloodlust dismissed the concept with a wave of her axe. “It would be a more honorable quest if you wanted to kill your brother—I’m not sure why you’re so focused on making him talk. He’s cute with his voice box missing.” She glanced at Calum trailing after us as usual.

	“Because a necromancer horrifically harmed him, and now I can’t help him pass along and he’s trapped in a state worse than death.” The books that Bloodlust disparaged had been of great use to me in understanding my powers. Silvan College had a collection of necromantic texts in the restricted section of the library. I’d made a fake key to sneak in, and I’d copied the relevant rituals.

	Then I’d returned to my hometown to obtain grave dirt from my two siblings who’d died as babies. It hadn’t been enough. The books said that remains of the mother and father had a special and unique connection to life and death. This was my very last idea to try. If it didn’t work, I wasn’t sure what I’d do. Cry, maybe?

	“Could you find Toesmiter?” I asked. “This will be a lot easier with him.” Otherwise, I would have to do a lot of digging. And I was but a small, frail scholar with noodle arms.

	“Are you working on a dark and twisted necromantic ritual?”

	“I’ll be violating my own parents’ remains. I’ve doubtless already damned my soul.”

	“Epic!” She grinned and faded away, hopefully to find her superior officer.

	It took me an annoyingly long time to find my parents’ gravestones. I’d been there earlier today but already forgotten the location. Given the rain and the illicit nature of my business, I had not brought a candle or lantern. The cemetery became darker without a glowing ghost to light my way. I bumped my shins on a gravestone and bit back a curse.

	Finally, I found the site most freshly dug. Kneeling down, I shoveled some grave dirt into a small burlap bag. No one would notice the dirt missing. The second bit would be harder alone. Why did those damn ghosts always appear when I didn’t want them around but never when I needed them?

	Resting my shovel in the dirt, I waited, hoping Toesmiter would appear and spare me having to dig up my parents’ graves. Leaving aside the gruesomeness, it would be noticeable even if I put the dirt back. I was no professional gravedigger.

	It took me a while before I noticed I was not alone. The man standing by the church door seemed to have appeared out of nowhere. He was taller than the door, with impressive muscles. Straight black hair as glossy as a raven’s wing hung past his shoulders. His ears slightly pointed, making me wonder if he might be a half-elf, though they tended to be shorter. Heavy-lidded bright blue eyes stared straight at me. The rain dripped around him without touching him. Not a living man, then, but rather a ghost.

	Although he looked like another foreigner, I didn’t think him from the same country as Ai. They both wore robes with flowing sleeves, but his sleeves were shorter, wider, and not sewn closed. His yellow silk robe had been elaborately embroidered with five-clawed dragons soaring over clouds. Half of his hair had been pulled up under a black hat with a flat top. Strings of jade beads hung from the hat rim over his face like a veil. I recognized the dress style of nobility from Faan.

	He was beautiful in an inhuman way, too perfectly symmetrical and smooth-skinned to be real. I could not even see the slightest trace of stubble on his poreless cheeks. When he smiled, I noticed his teeth were unnaturally sharp. That warm, friendly smile raised extra goosebumps down my chilly arms. He had the aura of a predator. Combined with his handsome features, I would bet most people mistook it for attractiveness, but I had grown up avoiding abusive parents and knew fear when I felt it. At least this ghost didn’t have his brains spilling out or any obvious injuries, so I shrugged off the odd feeling. The dead didn’t scare me—it was the living who would murder me for my inborn gift.

	“I come to you seeking assistance.” His voice crackled in the air like thunder.

	Another ghost who wanted to pass along, huh? Leaning against my shovel handle, I said, “Normally, I’d be happy to help you, but I’m busy at the moment committing a crime.”

	Lush lips quirked. “So I see. Without intending any offense, in the spirit of curiosity, don’t most necromancers simply command the corpses to rise from the dirt instead of digging them up the hard way?”

	No surprise he knew my profession: ghosts were drawn to me. “With my ghost-seeing gift, I feared I wouldn’t be rid of my abusive parents even after death. I’m not ruining my good luck by bringing them back myself.”

	“My condolences.” He sounded indifferent to either my supposed loss or my crime.

	“You’ve caught me at a bad time. When I use my powers, I zone out, and I already had one close save today. I need to keep watch. People in these parts believe in vigilante justice so they don’t need to go into the city and fetch a judge. For graverobbing, they’d probably break all my fingers or remove a hand.”

	“Even though you have such pretty hands with long fingers? How barbaric.” He spoke as if he was laughing at me.

	“Local beauty standards run more toward muscular men like you. I’m not at all popular in these parts. They’ll have no mercy for my good looks.”

	Lightning struck a distant hill. Simultaneously, lines of lightning like tattoos lit up under the ghost’s sleeves, spreading up to his shoulders. For the first time I noticed the golden chain around his neck was also a tattoo. From the part peeking out of his collar, each link had been decorated with tiny gemstones. Yet the thick, spiky links still made it look more like a prisoner’s collar than a necklace.

	The ghost inclined his head at where Calum floated. “That abomination disrupts the natural world with its existence. Should not a proper necromancer dispose of it?”

	“Hey! Don’t talk about my brother like that if you want a favor from me.” I glared. “I’m working on fixing him.” My brother’s gray, sunken skin contrasted with the new ghost’s healthy color. Was it my imagination, or had Calum grown wavier and more see-through?

	“Then I will return when you’re less busy.”

	I jerked my gaze back toward the ghost, but he had already vanished. The sweet, metallic smell of lightning lingered in the air. I hadn’t planned to make him wait long, only until I left the graveyard and got home. Oh, well. Ghosts had eternity.

	Bloodlust and Toesmiter popped up standing between the gravestones. Optimistically, Toesmiter asked, “Are you finally raising a zombie army?”

	“No, but I’m creating a very wicked ritual. It will shiver your bones in their unmarked grave.” I waggled my eyebrows. “I need my mother’s breastbone and my father’s skull.”

	I could barely finish my sentence without stuttering. Fortunately, orcs lacked that thing called scruples. Toesmiter bounced on the balls of his feet. “I’m on it.” He stretched out his hand over the graves. His fingernails glowed.

	When the white shapes popped up, I did not look to see if there was anything stuck to the bones. I held out my bag and quickly caught them. “Thank you.”

	Toesmiter doubled over in pain but shot me a thumbs up.

	Toesmiter could summon small objects at the price of a horrible pain as if a hole had been dug into his stomach. Bloodlust had once been able to inflict illness on her enemies, but her price had been shedding her own blood, and she no longer had any to pay with, so she couldn’t use it. Orcs in general tended to have combat-oriented magic, lending credence to the theory of some scholars that people’s desires and personalities influenced the magic they manifested. It had ended poorly for the orcs, their continent sunk in a civil war and their remaining populace devastated by a weaponized magic plague. These days, humans, dwarves, elves, and halflings with orc blood lived, but no full-blooded orcs. There was a reason the surviving species tightly restricted the most powerful gifts with life-oaths and the World Games.

	Strangely enough, I’d never paid a price for any of the ghosts I released. Seeing ghosts might not use up any magic at all, but releasing them seemed like it ought to take power. I had no illusions about being the first person to ever have magic without a cost. There would be consequences to using my power someday. I was simply waiting to find out.

	Bloodlust sniffed the air. “I smell something strong.”

	“I think that might be my bag with my parents’ remains.” I wrinkled my nose.

	She shook her head. “No, like someone very fun.” A wolfish grin covered her face. She shook Toesmiter’s shoulder. “Come! We hunt.”

	They both vanished. Like any halfway competent criminal, I ought to do the same before someone discovered me carrying my parents’ bones.

	[image: * * *]

	In my experience, necromantic rituals were more likely to be real if less dramatic. The books in Silvan College had been full of scams. Over the years, I’d tried many times to rescue my older brother. I’d dressed in all black, drawn elaborate symbols on my floor, and slaughtered enough chickens to stop caring about the sight of blood. I had scars on my arms from offering up my own blood, too. Nothing had made Calum’s ghost even blink.

	This ritual supposedly drew upon the innate power of creation in a ghost’s mother and father to grant that ghost a second life. The author claimed it would create an exceptionally powerful being known as a guardian ghost. I’d have been happy with an ordinary ghost who no longer suffered and talked as much as the orcs around me.

	All three of them floated in the air while I sat cross-legged on my bedroom floor. The house was silent without my parents or siblings. I’d firmly locked the doors and shuttered the windows against my nosy neighbors. This particular ritual needed to take place at the stroke of midnight. All was silent except for the insects chirping outside…and the orcs.

	Bloodlust poked me. “Are you going to kill another chicken?”

	“No chickens this time.” My grave dirt rested on a shelf, in case I needed it for a few backup rituals. I had high hopes for this one. Acting too fast to be squeamish, I dumped the bones into a bronze brazier. Pure white flames sprang to life, the heat blasting me in the face. This was a relic, enchanted to burn hotter than any normal fire. Ysabel had surprisingly asked no questions when I’d requested it as a graduation gift despite the great expense.

	The air smelled like burnt meat. Wrinkling my nose, I looked away. “Squad, I need you to shove Calum into the smoke.” Only ghosts could touch other ghosts.

	“We’re always happy to beat people up,” Desolation said cheerfully. “Assemble!” She grabbed one of Calum’s arms and Toesmiter the other. Bloodlust yanked his hair, exposing his grisly wound.

	“Gently!” I yelped.

	They weren’t listening. They tossed Calum into the flames.

	Fire didn’t burn a ghost, of course. He floated there. Our eyes met, but he looked straight through me.

	My older brother and I had a familial resemblance: the same short height, delicate facial features, and small ears. People called us cute, not handsome, which I liked but used to infuriate him into running and lifting buckets of water until he had more muscles. He had a pug nose whereas I had a straight one. My tightly coiled hair curled more than his. My brown skin was a shade darker, and I had honey-brown eyes to his hazel ones. Yet we both had the exact same deep-set eye shape. No matter how I searched those eyes for any sign of life, I saw only emptiness. So much time had passed since his death, I had the chilling realization my older brother looked around the same age as me.

	“Another failure,” Toesmiter said. The three of them turned away, poking at my necromantic books stacked up around the room.

	I kept staring. I wasn’t ready to give up hope yet. I’d sacrificed too much for this.

	As the last bit of bone melted away, the smoke turned black. It rose up around Calum, completely covering his face and dancing around his arms like tattoos. My heart hammered. I leaned forward. The brazier went out. Calum glowed brightly enough to light the whole room.

	Bloodlust shouted, “Come back; something is actually happening this time!” The orcs crowded behind me.

	When the smoke sank down, Calum’s bloodstained rags had transformed into a black armored coat and pants. His cloak had a hood partly covering his face. The eternal injury on his throat had healed. He’d never looked so close to alive as color returned to his cheeks.

	A dam burst inside my heart, releasing a river of joy strong enough to wash away years of agony. I sprang to my feet, arms extended for a hug. “CALUM!”

	He glanced between the four of us, screamed, “AHHHHHHHH GHOSTS!” and fled through the ceiling.


	Chapter Two

	As Calum faded through the roof, he distantly cried, “I’ll die before I let you capture me for your master again, necromancer scum.”

	Dammit. I’d spent years fearing my siblings would reject me for my gift, but the ghost one had seemed safe. In all fairness, his last memory had been imprisonment by a necromancer, and he clearly hadn’t recognized me after all these years. I tried to rise and go after him.

	Crippling pain struck my sides. I toppled over.

	Desolation reached for me, her arms going through. “Careful, Lord Necromancer; powerful magic can take a lot out of you.”

	“Please go after him,” I begged through clenched teeth.

	“We’ve got a hunting mission, soldiers!” Desolation barked. The other two cheered and followed her upward.

	“Don’t you dare hurt him!” I shouted after them. They wouldn’t have been my first choice, but they happened to be my only one. What else could I do, let Calum wander around lost and confused and possibly not knowing he was dead? Aargh! My brother was even more an idiot than I remembered.

	Moaning, I writhed on the ground. It felt like someone had ground up my insides. Tears stung my eyes. I had a bad feeling I’d discovered the price of my gift.

	I didn’t manage to crawl to my bed before collapsing.
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	For a full night and day, I sweated and panted. I couldn’t even rise to fetch a glass of water. The orcs returned empty-handed and shamefaced, saying that Calum had been an unusually fast ghost. Toesmiter offered to chop off his own head as an apology, which failed to impress me, coming from someone already dead.

	When I finally managed to stand, I still felt horribly ill. I couldn’t see any outward sign of injury, but when I poked my ribcage, it produced more pain. Hopefully, this would wear off, but I wasn’t counting on it.

	Usually, I didn’t bother to find ghosts—they found me. But I could sense them when I concentrated. I grabbed a walking stick on my way out the door and leaned on it.

	Floating next to me, Toesmiter shouted, “Calum!”

	Bloodlust joined in. “Spooky ghost in all black!”

	“Maybe you two should make yourself scarce,” I suggested. “You scared Calum.”

	“Is it because we’re orcs?” A human would have said this with offense taken, but Toesmiter sounded hopeful about terrorizing someone.

	True, orc warlords had once enslaved this continent. (And how embarrassing for humanity that we’d been beaten by the same orcs driven out of their homeland because they’d lost the local wars.) But these days people only remembered orcs in a few popular curse words. “Sorry, humans have trouble remembering stuff that happened over a thousand years ago. It’s because your brains are hanging outside your head.”

	Toesmiter poked his own head wound. “I can cover it up.” The injury vanished as if it had never existed.

	“Where’s Desolation?”

	“The captain felt dishonored to have lost her prey. She’s been searching all night.”

	I felt an even-worse headache coming on. “Maybe you two could find her and ask her to return to the house? I’ll have an easier time tracking my brother if I’m not confused by other ghosts around.”

	“Aye, aye.” Bloodlust saluted. “I hope you and your brother fight. This is the most fun we’ve had in decades.” The two floated away.

	Today was cold and gloomy, but at least it wasn’t raining. I limped down the street, calling, “Calum? It’s me, Benoni. I know I look older. It’s been a long time.”

	Even if someone overheard me, I already had a reputation as the town lunatic who talked to nothing. However, as the sun had already started to set, everyone else had returned home. Rural people set their schedules around the sun. I could barely see the sunset through the clouds. I should have brought a lantern.

	The trail led me to the outskirts of town, where green sprouts poked up from plowed fields in neat rows. I walked between, careful not to step on the plants. “Calum! It’s your stupid little brother! If you don’t come out soon, I’ll tell our sisters that you fled in terror at the sight of me. You’ll never live it down. It will come up at every family reunion.”

	In addition to death, I’d always been able to sense life, too. A prickle ran down my arms as the stray dogs gathered, at least a dozen of them. There had been rumors around town about them growing bolder. People planned to just stay in at night until we were able to call in someone from the city to help. The first shadows crested the hill ahead.

	Tilting back my head, I called, “Do I look like prey to you?”

	Power rose up inside of me, the shiny, crackling connection to another place—to death. Animals recognized that on an instinctive level. With a whimper, the dogs turned and fled.

	The pain in my stomach doubled. I groaned. Usually, that was easy for me to do.

	“I came to rescue you, but I see you don’t need it.” Every single time, that deep voice sounded amused at my expense.

	I turned around. The ghost somehow still looked elegant in the middle of a field, with muddy soil soaking into his embroidered yellow boots. The air smelled like lightning again. I glanced up, hoping it wouldn’t rain.

	“Ugh. Look, I know I said I’d help you later, but I just used a huge amount of power on a ritual. I’m not sure I can connect to the other side without collapsing, and I need to find my brother. Can you come back tomorrow?” Pain made me annoyed and snappish. “You can wait; it’s not as if you ghosts ever pay me for my help.”

	“I can pay you.” 

	“With what, your body?” I sneered. “You might look handsome, but you’re probably hiding a stab wound under the robe. Judging from the clothes, you used to be rich and powerful, but now you’re dead. Your property has been inherited by someone else. You have nothing.” That had come out entirely too harsh. In my defense, I was stressed out and in a lot of pain. My shoulders sagged. “I’m sorry. That was uncalled-for. I really will help you. Just later.”

	The ghost’s shoulders shook. For a brief moment, I thought I’d made him cry. Then I saw he was laughing at me. This ghost was a weird one. And that was coming from the village lunatic.

	“Tomorrow. It’s an oath.” His eyes flashed like lightning, then he walked away.

	A ghost? Walking? Did he not realize he was dead?

	I’d always hated telling the oblivious ghosts that they’d died. They were good at denying it, no matter how blunt I got or even when they walked through objects. I decided to make that a tomorrow problem. I followed the thread of ghostly energy. Each step made my side throb. I was approaching a forest, and I desperately did not want to chase my brother around a forest at night. My temper failing, I shouted, “Calum, I brought you back to awareness, and I can kill you again!”

	Of course those were the words my brother finally heard. From behind a nearby tree, he shouted, “You can’t use me as a hostage against Ysabel! We’ve been estranged for years. She hates me. She’ll care even less about my ghost.”

	At least this idiot realized he had died. “What the hell are you talking about? Ysabel spent a stupidly large fortune on your fancy tomb and she named her—Oh, you’re trying to convince the bad guys that you don’t have value as a hostage.”

	Calum ran.

	“Oh, no, you don’t!” With the strength of the cranky, desperate, and too sleep-deprived to think, I threw myself at him and wrapped my arms around his legs.

	To my shock, my hands gripped him, the wool pants scratching my skin. His body even felt warm and alive.

	Calum punched my head.

	Crap, if I could touch him, then he could touch me back. I held on. “I’m your brother, you asshole!” More sensibly, I tried to use my necromantic powers to hold him in place, but…it wasn’t working?!

	He stepped on my arm and punched me again. Had he gotten even stronger as a ghost? “Benoni is a brat! Not a necromancer!”

	“You’ve been dead for years!” I winced under another blow. 

	“How am I punching you, then?”

	“I don’t know but stop!” Another blow landed on my shoulder. My grip faltered, and he kicked me away. “Ouch! This is just like that time you rolled me down the hill behind the school. I’ve still got the scar over my ear.”

	“You had it coming after you ruined my favorite shirt right before—Benoni?” Calum lifted me up by my collar with one hand. Though he’d always been more muscular, this strength seemed unnatural. His eyes grew wider each moment he stared at my face. “Sweet Sun God. You’re all grown up. It must have been years.”

	“It’s been a long time—and I’ve tried so hard to help you—” I burst into tears.

	On the walk over, I’d written speeches in my head to comfort my brother and help him adjust to death. But in the end, he held me as I sobbed, just like when we’d been children.
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	Back at our old house, Calum sat in the chair across from me at the oval dining-room table. Ghosts often sat in chairs out of habit, especially when newly dead. However, one of his feet went through the table leg, proving he wasn’t actually substantial. I still had no clue why I’d been able to touch him. The book I’d used for my ritual had huge parts missing or bloodstained.

	I’d shooed the orcs outside to give us a private moment. There was a limit to how much trouble they could get into while dead. Hopefully.

	Calum kept glancing around as if soaking in every last detail that had changed in our family house. “Is anyone else home?”

	“No. I live here alone now.”

	“No one looks after you?”

	“Bro, I’m not a child. I graduated from college.”

	“I missed your college graduation!” He put his head in his hands. “What else did I miss?”

	“Ysabel married and has a daughter—”

	“I HAVE A NIECE?”

	“Two nieces; Bora can’t legally adopt Antonia, but we all consider her as family.”

	“Slow down.” Calum raised a hand. “The last I recall, Ysabel was sworn to the church and celibacy. What charmer managed to lure my sister away from the Sun God?”

	I realized Calum had been imprisoned for our oldest sister’s entire exciting love story. “Dark Lord Kaine.”

	Calum squeaked.

	In a reassuring tone, I said, “He goes by King Kaine now. He’s quite respectable.”

	“Is he really?”

	“Uh… Ysabel stops him from killing people in public.”

	Calum rubbed his temples. “Head Cardinal Jiang ranted about my sister seducing a dark lord, but I assumed it was lies, and if not, she was merely using him.”

	“I attended their wedding. They’re disgustingly in love. Seriously, can’t go more than a few seconds without kissing or draping themselves on each other.”

	“Yzzy is still alive?” Calum spoke softly, like a man blessed with an unexpected miracle. “Did Dark Lord Kaine stop everyone from demanding healing from her? Because if he did, I’ll kiss him myself.”

	“He did better. He somehow altered her gift so she can take a day of life from the patient who she heals, not herself. She’s going to live a long life now.”

	“That’s amazing.” A slow smile spread across his face.

	“Being a queen suits Ysabel. She can boss everyone around.”

	“I’ll bet. Tell me about Bora. How did she adopt a girl with the same name as the princess?”

	“Err…Bora adopted Princess Antonia. Queen Antonia now.”

	Calum gaped. Then he burst out laughing. “Oh, I see, you’re having a little joke with me. Very funny. You’re as much of a brat as ever.” He reached across the table and ruffled my hair. I startled, still surprised every time he managed to touch me. “Now, seriously, I want to know the real family news. You weren’t kidding about Ysabel surviving, were you? Surely, you wouldn’t joke about that.”

	“Everything I said is true. Bora and the Royal Regent are lovers. Neither of them seems in a rush for marriage, but they’re every bit as madly in love as Ysabel and her husband. They’re raising Antonia together.”

	Calum stared into my eyes, seeking any falsehood. Then he leaned back. “Bora is very loveable. This regent must have great taste.”

	I decided not to tell him about the part where Bora took over the country. He’d had enough shocks to the system in a short period of time.

	Cautiously, I asked, “Do you remember anything that happened while you were dead? Probably not, or you’d already know all the family news. You’ve been following me around as a ghost.”

	Calum shook his head. “I remember… dying. Then I remember being a ghost and attempting to tell you about Head Cardinal Jiang’s scheme. After that, only darkness.”

	I exhaled in relief. Over the years, I’d gone to a lot of trouble to hide from my brother’s undead eyes, including maneuvering around until he was behind a wall whenever I masturbated. Eventually, it had gotten to the point where I stopped caring about him seeing me bathe or use the bathroom. In college, I’d gotten the orcs to drag him off during any of my romantic encounters. That kept them distracted from shouting advice, too. I’d ordered the orcs to remove him and cover his eyes and ears during the very last time I’d argued with my parents, venting years of hatred. Now it felt like a wasted effort.

	“Did the darkness hurt you?”

	“I don’t remember.” Calum’s evasive tone made me fear he might not be entirely truthful. “Did you find out you’re a necromancer when you first saw me?”

	I nodded.

	“Sorry; that must have been rough.”

	“You don’t mind? Me being a necromancer?”

	“Of course not! People around the Holy City are weird about gifts. It’s stupid. Jiang would have been an asshole no matter what magic he possessed. If you’d been born in Faan, then you would have been revered and offered a position in court for a useful power like necromancy.” He leaned his elbow on the table. “Besides, I’m a ghost, so we’re part of the same abomination crowd now.”

	With another sigh, years of worry escaped from me. “Do you know what Jiang did to you?”

	“Besides murder me?”

	“I’ve talked to a lot of ghosts. They’ve always been aware, and I’ve always been able to help them pass along to the other side. I couldn’t with you. It was as if you had fallen into an enchanted slumber.”

	Calum shook his head. “Jiang was spiteful enough to kill me in a fashion that would deny me even rest. I don’t know how, though. He just slit my throat in the usual way.” He winced. “Sorry; I shouldn’t have given any details.”

	I could have laughed even though it hadn’t been funny. My brother had no idea how intimately I already knew what had been done to him. I’d stared at the wound long enough to memorize the length. “Do you want to pass along? I could release you whenever you desire.” I could feel the connection to that other place now when I looked at him.

	Our eyes locked. In it, we shared our mutual lack of any particular faith and our uncertainty. Calum said, “I only just woke up. I’d like to at least explore the world. Get closure with our sisters. Spend time with family.” He smiled.

	I smiled in return. After trying so hard to bring my brother back, I hadn’t wanted to lose him again right away. The aching in my side reminded me of the cost, and it would have stung to have spent more time in pain then I got to spend talking to him. Still, the choice had to be his. (I could have pretended to be unable to release him… but I wouldn’t.)

	“You saved me, Benoni. Thank you.” He ruffled my hair again.

	I ducked. If he kept doing that, it would get old real fast. “Well, I was feeling outnumbered by our sisters without you.”

	“Speaking of family, where are our parents?” Calum looked around. “Mom’s favorite mug is still by the fireplace. Didn’t you say you lived alone?”

	I flinched. I’d been delaying this part. “Our parents died in a carriage accident only a few days ago.”

	The color drained from Calum’s face. He looked like he’d tried to sit in a chair, only to have it yanked out from under him. The air around him vibrated, becoming darker and colder. He buried his face in his hands. It took me a moment to realize he was weeping.

	I hadn’t expected this reaction, even though I should have. Normal people mourned their parents. Not like me, the village madman laughing at the funeral.

	Calum had even less reason to mourn our parents than me. He’d always stood up for us younger siblings against our father’s fists, meaning he got beaten the hardest. The scar from an old broken hand ran up his right thumb. I wondered why some scars lingered when his throat had healed. Our mother had hit us too, even if she hadn’t struck as hard. She’d seemed better in comparison when I’d been a child, but as an adult, I remembered every time she’d deflected my father’s anger from her onto me. Once, she’d tried drowning me in the bathtub before Calum rushed in to save me.

	Calum had been very close to Ysabel, whereas I’d been separated from her as a baby. He’d absolutely hated our father after Ysabel got sold away, to the extent they couldn’t even be in the same room without it showing through his eyes. At first, he had not blamed our mother. But when our mother had left our father over his affair, he’d screamed at her, “You found it more forgivable when he sold your own daughter into slavery? Does it matter because this time he hurt you?” Then he’d never spoken to her again.

	Foolishly, I had hoped the hatred would stop him from hurting too much. I went around the table and hugged him, trying to offer him the comfort that he’d given me earlier. His tears felt wet against my shirt. What kind of ghost had wet tears?

	“I don’t know why I’m crying so hard,” Calum mumbled. “They were trash.”

	“Maybe you’re mourning the parents you wish they had been?” I suggested.

	“Partly. But also… they were still our mom and dad.” He gulped. “It’s hard to completely let go of that tie. The last words I ever spoke to them were telling them how much I hated them both.”

	“Which they deserved,” I pointed out.

	“Yeah, but I still feel guilty. I guess I feel bad for not mourning them more. I don’t know why I feel like this.”

	Personally, I thought it was because my brother was a better person than me. I could remember both of the precise moments when I’d had enough of my parents’ crap. And I’d never cared about them since then. Logic dictated there was no need to love people who didn’t love me. It was easy for me to turn off my emotions like that. Sometimes, my own coldness scared me. I’d wondered for a while if I was evil because I was a necromancer. I tried hard to be a good person and help all the ghosts who needed me so I’d never become a monster. I refused to become like the necromancer who’d murdered my brother and tortured my sister… or, worse, like my father.

	Calum pulled back and wiped his tears on his coat. “I need a drink.”

	“Bro… you’re a ghost.”

	“Moon Devil be fucked.” He rubbed his temples. “I need—”

	I would never find out what my brother needed, because three orcs came crashing down from the ceiling.

	“Pretty boy is finally awake!” Bloodlust cheered, waving her axe in circles over her head.

	“That thing actually talks.” Toesmiter goggled at Calum.

	“I couldn’t hold them back any longer,” Desolation said, though she sounded amused, not sorry.

	“AHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Calum hid under the table.

	There was a pause. I said, “You can’t possibly be still scared of ghosts. You are a ghost.”

	“I’m trying not to think about that,” Calum wailed. “Those ghosts have brain matter and blood dripping around.”

	I ordered the orcs, “Back off; give him space.”

	“But this is fun,” Toesmiter protested. “We haven’t been able to scare anyone in ages.”

	Bloodlust nodded. “No other ghost is stupid enough to be afraid of ghosts, and no one else can see us.”

	“Back. Off.” I infused my command with power. The orcs’ bodies froze. With one last push, they sailed out my front wall.

	This tiny use of power felt like a fist had clenched around my internal bruise. I gripped the table.

	“Are you okay?” Calum was out from under the table in a flash.

	I grunted, not sure if I wanted to explain and unable to talk.

	He lifted one of my arms over his shoulder. “You must be exhausted. Let’s get you to bed.”

	“It’s too late to act cool,” I mumbled as he half-carried me up the stairs. “I’m going to mock you for this forever. You’re lucky I’m not the kid you treat me as, or I’d summon a horde of ghosts to torment you.” I’d be teasing him more about his phobia, except I was too tired.

	“Save the sass for when you can stand.” He removed my shoes and tucked me into bed. It felt like I’d become a little kid again. Just like always, he pressed a single kiss to my forehead, sending me off into sleep despite the pain.
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	In my dreams, my mother loomed over me, as large as when I’d been a child. She screamed that she’d never wanted me, that my father had promised to pull out, and it was my fault my sister was gone. I smiled, because at least she’d said what everyone else probably thought to my face.

	“Stop smiling, you monster!” she’d screamed, and the hand came down.

	A warm hand pressed against my forehead. “Benoni? Ben the Menace? Barfaroni? You’d better not be actually about to barf or I’ll never let that nickname die out again. Come on, you brat. I’m worried about you. You didn’t even stir when the priest banged on the door, and you’re tossing around in bed. If you’re sick, I can’t even bring over tea, much less fetch help. I need you to wake up.”

	Need. My brother’s need had driven me for years and taken me to the brink of madness. Yet I’d still answer that need again without hesitation. My eyes snapped open.

	Calum’s face hung over me, so close our foreheads nearly touched. I flinched, expecting insubstantial blood to fall, but that horrific cut was gone.

	“Thank the Sun God. Are you sick?” He retreated, floating next to my bed.

	I sat up. The world spun. I clutched my side. “Yeah, and it’s gotten worse since…”

	Calum froze. “Oh, no. Your price is the same as Jiang’s.”

	“You knew his price?”

	“It caused his body to decay internally.”

	“No wonder I feel so awful. How long until it wears off?” It had to wear off. That wretched Head Cardinal had spent many years parading around and blackening the admittedly already-black name of necromancers.

	“I don’t think it does.” Calum bit his lip. “Jiang forced Ysabel to heal him.”

	“It’s a journey to Conollia, but I can manage.” I could not be stuck in this kind of pain for my entire life. I’d be willing to use a day of my lifespan for my sister’s healing. Then I would not attempt any more strange rituals, especially since I had no other dead relatives I loved. I’d never use my powers again, except for releasing ghosts, which seemed harmless.

	“You said it’s spreading.” Calum looked down. “What if you’re using more power for every day that you keep me like I am? A strange ghost who can touch you?”

	Unfortunately, that made entirely too much sense. How like my brother to bring realism into every conversation. Our mother used to slap him every time he brought up the family budget imbalances.

	“What am I?” He bit his lip. “Can you turn me into a regular ghost?”

	“The ritual was supposed to turn you into a guardian ghost, an extra powerful ghost to use as a bodyguard. But necromancers considered the ritual a failure and stopped using it because guardian ghosts became so strong, necromancers could no longer control them. You know how I bound the orcs yesterday? I can’t do that to you.”

	“You tried?” He backed away.

	“In my defense, yesterday you punched me.” I would bet necromancers found it a problem to get willing cooperation from a ghost after the ingredients the ritual required, but I wouldn’t tell him about that part. It would make him feel bad. “The book I used had most of the pages missing or damaged. I just had a vague notion that if guardian ghosts couldn’t be bound by necromancers, then it might remove Jiang’s curse from you. I don’t know what guardian ghost means or what I’ve done to you.” I sniffled.

	“You did your best,” Calum said in a firm, brotherly way. “I’m grateful.”

	Success. I’d distracted him from asking more questions about that ritual. “If we could turn you into a normal ghost, it might remove my illness. I wonder if Ysabel would be able to help. She has knowledge in the area of both illness and necromancy.”

	“We can’t tell Ysabel,” Calum said immediately.

	“Why not? At the least, I need her to heal me.”

	“Because…” Calum hesitated, then blurted out, “Jiang tried to kill Ysabel in a necromantic ritual to cure himself. Don’t you see? Ysabel won’t use your life; she’ll go back to using her own. She spent all her life being forced to sacrifice herself for other people. Now we’ll put her in a situation where either she has to die to cure you, she has to watch her younger brother suffer incurable pain and slowly die, or she has to send her older brother to the afterlife. It will rip her apart. Please, don’t tell her. I’d rather you send me to the afterlife without ever seeing her than force her into such a choice.”

	My head spun from too much information too fast. “No! You are not going anywhere!” Not after all the effort I put into getting my brother back. “We’ll figure this out. Maybe I could find a way to turn you into a normal ghost not linked to me. Maybe there’s a different ritual to cure me.”

	If only I could have sacrificed my parents for a cure instead of my sister. That was another bad-person thought.

	“Jiang had many centuries to look for another solution. Only the death of a Holy Healer can be used in the ritual.”

	“Obviously, we’re not doing that. It’s not as if Ysabel would fear we’d kill her.”

	“She might volunteer. The Ysabel I saw last… she’d resigned herself to death and only sought to sell her life at as high a price as possible. Maybe she’s changed since having a child. I hope so.” Pain twisted Calum’s face. His brows drew together. The coldness happened again, the air darkening around him. “Jiang killed me in front of Ysabel. I can’t make her believe my death is her fault again.”

	Calum knew Ysabel better than me. If he said that it would be better not to tell her, I believed him.

	Ysabel and I could barely be considered siblings. We’d only met on the day I’d been born. At age twelve, after Ysabel had been discovered by the church and taken into their tender imprisonment, she’d started writing me letters. That made us more like pen pals than family, but at least it was something. In her letters, Ysabel was gentle, supportive, and always kind. From Calum and Bora’s stories, young Ysabel had been a vicious gremlin with the face of an angel and the scheming mind of the Moon Devil, but also fiercely protective of her loved ones.

	I’d never met that version of my sister. I didn’t know my oldest sister at all. Letters couldn’t substitute for the bond we never got because we didn’t grow up together. I used to wonder if she put on a fake face around me because she hated me and blamed me for her enslavement. But I figured it more likely that she just didn’t feel comfortable enough to be herself because she didn’t know me either. In her letters, she always tried hard to reach me even though we had little in common. If I mentioned liking a book, she’d read it. If I mentioned a hobby, she’d learn about it. So, I tried and wrote back too. We both pretended to be normal siblings, not irreparably broken by the past trauma that had ripped us apart. If Ysabel found out how I’d brought our brother back in my dark necromantic ritual, would she no longer be able to fake smiles for me?

	If she did secretly blame me, I wouldn’t hold it against her. I’d gone through a period where I hated Ysabel for sticking me with the debt I’d spent my entire life being punished for. It had been irrational to resent my sister, the only person in the awful story who had done nothing wrong. She’d saved my life. But there had been days when I didn’t want to thank her for that. Eventually, I’d realized being the kind of person who blamed Ysabel would make me as stupid as my mother blaming me. My parents ought to have been the ones we both hated. They had been the ones who’d owed my sister better, and it hadn’t been my fault.

	Even so, she saved my life. Sister or not, that would always be a bond between us. As a child, I’d survived off her money. She’d helped me in many ways since then. I could not be shameless enough to take more from her. Just because she’d been born a few years older to the same shitty people as me didn’t mean she should always have to make sacrifices.

	“We’ll look for another way.” I wasn’t willing to completely rule Ysabel out, especially because her husband’s many gifts might be able to help us if she couldn’t. But traveling to Conollia would take time anyway, so we might as well look closer first. “I’ll check my books for ideas, and we’ll see if my condition wears off. Then we’ll revisit this discussion.”

	“That’s fair.” Calum spat, then offered his hand, as we used to seal deals as children. I spat too and shook.

	“We can’t tell Bora about me, then.” Calum sounded unhappy. “It wouldn’t be fair to expect her to lie to Ysabel.”

	“And she’s a shit liar,” I pointed out.

	“That, too.” Finally, a small smile returned to his face.

	I’d find a way. I was the crafty one in the family. An evil necromancer ought to be able to find someone outside his family to pay the price, if a price needed to be paid.

	I hobbled out of bed to find out what the priest wanted.
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	As it turned out, the priest had only left me a vague note asking to meet at the church. I was tempted to ignore it. Then I considered the possibility he’d noticed a disturbance at my parents’ grave.

	Our village church had once been shabby before the birthplace of Holy Maiden Ysabel had turned into a popular pilgrim stop. Since then, giant stained-glass windows and a ridiculously large chandelier had been added. The new oratory was made of pure gold. I was pretty sure the priest had left the scuffed wooden floor because it gave the building an air of gravity. A glass case on the wall held a series of toys and clothing supposedly from my sister’s childhood. Some of them might have been real, but I knew for a fact local families had sold their own belongings as sacred artifacts.

	Village time was indeterminate due to the lack of clocks. Despite summoning me, the priest was not present. Instead, the yellow-robed ghost sat in the pews. He glanced up at me with that same slightly mocking smile.

	Oh, hell, no. It was still too early in the morning for this nonsense. My side cramped up as if in response to my stress. I stormed down the aisle. “No, no, no. I explained to you that I need to be discreet, and you show up in a church? Get your fine ass out the window. I swear, later today, I will send you to the great beyond.”

	From the doorway, the priest barked, “Benoni! What in the name of the Sun God are you doing to our esteemed guest?”

	Slowly, I turned around. “You… can see… him?”

	“Young man, I can certainly see you threatening to murder the esteemed Dragon Emperor of Faan! Get on your knees and grovel for forgiveness.”

	The hairs rose on the back of my neck. My hands felt clammy. I felt the massive presence loom behind me.

	The Dragon Emperor placed a warm and alive arm around my waist and drew me close. “There’s no need for such dramatics. I could never be harsh with the man who I’m engaged to marry.”


	Chapter Three

	Did I mishear? Perhaps I was still in bed, dreaming. I thought I heard an emperor claim we were getting married.

	The Dragon Emperor lightly squeezed my shoulder. “May I have a word alone with my fiancé?”

	Sweet Sun God, he said it again. I had treated the Dragon Emperor like a wandering ghost. Worse, I had insulted the Dragon Emperor like a prostitute. What if the fake engagement was his way of saying that only his fiancé should presume to speak to him in such a manner? Then after the joke was done, he’d murder me for my presumption.

	Nothing for it but to use my family’s power to get out alive. “I don’t believe I’d heard this exciting news yet. Did I perhaps miss a message from my dear older sister, the Queen of Conollia? Or my sister Bora, the Tyrant of Arahasnor—sorry, these days she goes by Head of the Council.” In other words, I had family connections. It wouldn’t be easy to make me disappear.

	The emperor looked as coolly amused as ever. I did not remove his hand from my shoulder, even though he must be able to feel my shaking, because he was stronger and it would have been humiliating if he’d refused to let go.

	Calum popped up by my shoulder. “What about me? I haven’t taken over a country, but I can haunt this guy.”

	“Shhhh,” I hissed, moving my lips as little as possible. “He can see you.” Which, unfortunately, made him more likely to be a real dragon. They could sense magic.

	“Got it. I’ll be the secret weapon.” Calum darted behind the podium.

	We could both still see his head poking up. I resisted the urge to throw something at my brother, mainly because I had nothing at hand.

	The emperor finally released me and stepped forward. “I’m sure a priest such as yourself understands my need for privacy in this important discussion.”

	“Oh, of course.” It took the priest a few moments to realize he was being shooed out of his own church. The emperor shut and barred the door behind him.

	I was still trying to figure out what was going on. From my perspective, a powerful and handsome man wanting to marry me seemed like a good problem to have—except there must be a catch. Him being handsome made it more dangerous. Surely, he would have no difficulty finding partners of his own status unless he had something very wrong with his personality.

	It would have been completely in-character with my parents to arrange a marriage for me—they would have sold me to the Moon Devil for a moldy potato—but frankly, I didn’t rate an emperor. I’d gotten some offers in college: usually to marry younger daughters or bastard children of noble families. Foreign nobles wanted a family connection to former Dark Lord and current King Kaine. Rumor had it he didn’t attack family. Local nobility wanted to leverage me to become closer to our young Queen Antonia. Since I had no particular value myself, as a seemingly giftless young man from a common background, nobles didn’t offer their heirs to me.

	Once, an elven bastard son of a duke had come to me and whispered an elaborate plot to marry me and use my family to overthrow the legitimate heir and claim the dukedom. At least he’d figured out that I preferred men, and he came from a land where marrying someone of the same gender was considered commonplace. I’d been slightly tempted by his emerald-green eyes, but he wanted to commit way too much murder. You wouldn’t think a necromancer would be squeamish about killing, but it’s actually significantly riskier when the victims sometimes come back and complain to you.

	Faan was ruled by a race of shapeshifting dragons who looked down on human prejudices, and as a result, the empire had nurtured an equality unprecedented in other human countries: gender equality, racial equality, marriage equality, but still some strict boundaries in social classes because dragons liked their place at the top. No one would have batted an eye about the Dragon Emperor marrying a man. Dragons also tended to marry outside their species, since their genes were dominant and they had a small dating pool where everyone was related. I could have understood him making an offer to collect me into a harem, but dragons were strictly monogamous and mated for life. They didn’t even remarry after the death of a spouse. Unless this dragon was a fraud or had completely lost his mind, surely, he wouldn’t make such a huge decision without even meeting me.

	As the Dragon Emperor turned around, I lost all hope that he might be an imposter. He hadn’t worn his hat today, revealing his curved ivory horns. Even more so, I could feel the power swirling around him. It smelled like rain and lightning. As someone who’d always been sensitive to lifeforces, the being before me overflowed with as much life as a thousand humans. Why hadn’t I been able to tell yesterday? He must have been able to keep it hidden. I’d mistaken his lack of a magical signature for death.

	I sat in the pews so I could pretend my legs hadn’t gone out from under me. “I believe we have a lot to talk about… darling.”

	“So we do, my adorable graverobber,” he said with a straight face. “Please, call me Julong. We’re engaged; we should be on first-name terms.”

	Kind of him to introduce himself. I hadn’t remembered enough about Faan to know his name. I couldn’t read his expression. Was the nickname a subtle threat that he knew about my crimes? He sat down across from me in the aisle. The small bench groaned, worryingly unlikely to carry his weight. I didn’t like how he looked at me, as if I was some amusing trinket he’d won in a carnival game but had no use for.

	“I’m fascinated to know who arranged this marriage for me. Was it my late parents?” Except they would have been unaccepting of my sexual orientation and had never been privy to that information. “My sisters?” I couldn’t imagine them selling me off without even talking to me first.

	“No, I came to you with a new offer. I confess I presumed that you would accept it.” His tongue darted over sharklike teeth, his smirk making it plain that no one turned him down.

	“Why me?” I wasn’t going to wax poetic about my unworthiness, but it had to be asked. I felt too tired and too much in pain to dance around the point. Annoyingly, my side throbbed even more sitting down.

	“Understand that I am about to reveal information that I expect you to keep confidential, regardless of whether you accept my proposal or decline.”

	“You already have a secret to hold over me. I’ll keep my silence as long as you keep yours.”

	Julong inclined his head in acceptance. “The capital city of Faan has been inflicted with a plague of ghosts. To make matters worse, the activity appears focused around the imperial palace. Agitated citizens have claimed this unrest proves the previous emperor was murdered.” His nose wrinkled. “It’s ridiculous. My father died years ago.”

	Though he didn’t sound broken up about the death, who was I to judge? “You need a necromancer to stop the ghosts and prove how your father died.”

	“I only need you to banish the ghosts. I already know my father died by his own hand. He’d lost my mother, and dragons frequently follow their mates into death. Once the ghosts return to peaceful death, so will the rumors die out.”

	“But why me?” In Faan, necromancer was considered a respectable and useful profession. Types of gifts were another area where dragons didn’t discriminate. He must have closer options.

	“The court necromancer proved incapable, and she’s the most powerful in my land.”

	Ah, now I understood. From reading forbidden texts, I’d realized my gift to be much stronger than the average necromancer. Most could only raise animals and perhaps one human corpse. Though I’d never tried to use my full power, I felt the bones calling to me whenever I passed the graveyard, and knew myself to be capable of much more. The book with the guardian-ghost ritual had been stained with the blood of a necromancer who had failed at it. There was a reason ghosts traveled from around the world to find me. From my readings, most necromancers couldn’t even banish a ghost without a relic, a lot of time, or the ghost’s cooperation.

	“How did you know about my gift? I’ve been keeping it a secret.”

	“Court Necromancer Min divined for you with her relic staff. I sympathize with your plight dealing with the ignorance of these backwater yokels.”

	I’d have been offended if I didn’t agree with his assessment of my hometown. “You don’t have to marry me to hire me to handle your ghost problem. I’d do it for a giant pile of gold.” I’d heard dragons hoarded their treasures jealously, but surely, they couldn’t be so cheap as to marry me rather than pay me.

	“Excellent. That means you won’t be clingy when I break off the engagement.”

	“Excuse me?” My eyes widened.

	Julong chuckled. “Faan has not officially admitted to any ghost problem. I need a pretense in order to bring you into the palace. Afterward, I’ll reward you, and we’ll go our separate ways.”

	Phew, this explained a lot. My shoulders sagged, and I exhaled. Was there a small part of me disappointed that an emperor hadn’t fallen in love with me at first sight? Maybe, but I was mostly relieved. I never would have believed it without a catch. “Surely, it would be easier for me to pretend to be a servant than your fiancé.”

	“There’s another reason.” He sniffed deeply. “You’re ill.”

	I clutched my side by reflex.

	Julong fixed me with a predatory gaze. “The price of necromancy causes your body to decay. It’s the same price for all necromancers. You’d never be able to live through banishing so many ghosts.”

	How odd, I’d never had any trouble banishing ghosts before. Did this mean I was an even more unusual necromancer than I’d realized? I dismissed this notion. Strong magic always had a high price. Exactly why had I only started paying recently? Faan, the land where necromancy was accepted and studied, might have answers for me. I might also be able to figure out what I’d done to my brother.

	He continued, “Dragons have the ability to share our lifeforces with our mates. That’s how we extend their lives to match our long lifespan. An engagement will allow me to create a lesser bond, one that can be broken but will be enough to allow me to heal you. As long as you are connected to me, you will recover instantly from any decay.”

	From behind the podium, Calum inhaled deeply. I’d nearly forgotten he was still hiding there. I perfectly shared his sentiment. This was the miracle we’d sought. Julong would be able to save my life without us involving Ysabel. It would only last as long as the engagement remained. But hopefully, the imperial library would hold a more-permanent solution for our problems: a way to stop Calum from draining me of power or for me to survive it.

	“I have some conditions, of course, but I’m very intrigued by your generous offer.” I swallowed. “How much would this job pay?” I’d accept no matter the amount, for the healing. I wanted to be able to sleep at night. But money would be a good bonus. The orcs’ accusations of living off my sister had stung. Even though Ysabel had plenty of money, I didn’t like the optics of continuing to take from her after taking from her my entire life starting with my birth. Ghosts pestered me with requests so frequently, it felt like a full-time job, but I’d never once gotten paid before.

	“Twenty thousand aracoins.”

	My jaw dropped. A bit of drool might have leaked out. If I hadn’t been struck speechless, I would have immediately accepted.

	“Excuse me, I believe it’s my role as head of the household to negotiate my younger brother’s engagement.” Calum strode out from behind the podium.

	What was he doing? We couldn’t mess up such a sweet deal. And why was he putting on airs, as if we’d ever had a household worth being head of? Who died and made him the boss of me? Oh, right, our parents. That didn’t mean I’d tolerate his ploy to take power. I opened my mouth to tell him to go away.

	Julong scowled. “Remove that unnatural thing from my presence.”

	Hey! I snapped, “Don’t you dare talk about my brother like that. If you want a deal, then he’s in charge of negotiating the terms.”

	The dragon did not look happy but did not protest further.

	Calum sat down on the pew. When he crossed his legs, one sank slightly into the wood. “Benoni will receive the equivalent of forty thousand aracoins, to be paid in a mixture of currencies of our choice. We will also select a relic from the royal treasury.”

	Julong’s brows drew together. “As long as the relic does not belong to my personal hoard, done.”

	Moon Devil’s ass! That would be ample money for me to live off for the rest of my life. A relic could potentially enhance my magic. I closed my jaw and did not say anything. Though I’d never admit it to him, Calum was clearly better at this than me.

	Calum nodded. “Acceptable. Let’s clarify the terms of the contract. Should this engagement last for a specified period of time or until either party breaks it off? How do we break it off?”

	“A dragon marriage is not the same as a human marriage. My people do not require ceremonies, though the imperial line of Faan usually has one because the human populace enjoys it. As soon as a contract is submitted into the mouth of the First Emperor in the Hall of Dragons, we would become married. Obviously, we both want to avoid that. A marriage contract cannot be broken off, but we can end it by destroying the document. The money and relic will be written into the contract as a penalty I pay for breaking off the engagement. I will keep the contract safe. When the job is complete, I will destroy the contract and Benoni will be rewarded.”

	This sounded like an amazing deal to me, because if I failed, then the Dragon Emperor would have to eventually destroy the contract if he ever wanted to marry someone else. Then I would still get the money. Did he not realize? More likely, the vast sum meant absolutely nothing to him, so he didn’t care.

	Calum’s eyes narrowed. “It seems to me that if you hold the contract, you could validate the marriage, and then you wouldn’t need to pay my brother the fee for breaking it off.”

	“Why would I possibly do that?” Julong leaned backward, sounding annoyed and genuinely baffled. “I have far more to lose here than your brother. Dragons cannot get divorced. We only mate once. After witnessing my parents’ marriage, I have decided I will never marry. I plan to fake multiple engagements until the court gives up and lets me settle into bachelordom.” He was polite enough not to say aloud that a dragon would have no motivation to trap a mere peasant like me into marriage.

	Glancing at my brother, I begged with my eyes for him not to mess up my future life of leisure.

	Alas, necromancy did not come with telepathy. Calum crossed his arms. “We’ll make the contract two pages long. Each of us will hold on to a page. Consider it an extra security measure.”

	“A marriage would require a complete contract to be submitted.” Julong said it as if warning us we wouldn’t be able to trap him. “Very well.”

	“Here are my additional conditions.” Calum rattled them off: “You will not reveal to anyone in our homeland that Benoni is a necromancer, you will not harm him, and the contract will expire if not submitted after a year. You will still pay the penalty if the contract expires.”

	Clearing my throat, I quickly added, “Also include access to the imperial library and unlimited consultations with the court necromancer.”

	“It goes without saying that we will provide you with information.” Julong waved his hand dismissively. “I have no intention of admitting I hired a necromancer to solve a problem the royal court could not, although some people may realize. If this task takes longer than a few months, I’ll be looking for someone else anyway. A no-harm clause seems too open-ended. Why would I ever attack my own employee?”

	“Who knows? If you can’t imagine any circumstances, then you should have no problem agreeing.” Calum stared the Dragon Emperor down.

	“Very well, I can appease your protectiveness over your younger brother, but I will need to impose limits. This job is dangerous. I cannot be held responsible for rampaging ghosts merely because they are technically still my subjects.”

	“What are the exact terms?” A tiny hint of uncertainty slipped into my brother’s voice.

	“During the course of our engagement, I will not physically harm Benoni or order another person to harm him. Of course, the no-harm clause becomes null if he attacks me first. I will act to prevent those under my command from harming him, with the exception of rampaging ghosts or if someone responsible for my father’s death makes an attempt on his life.”

	“I thought you said your father died by suicide,” I blurted out.

	“I feel nearly entirely certain of it, but I’m leaving myself a loophole in case someone tries to murder you, fearing you might expose a regicide. I refuse to assume any risk, no matter how small. A draconic contract is bound in the same fashion as a life-oath.”

	In other words, the penalty for breaking it would be death. “Fair.” I nodded.

	“I have a condition of my own.” Julong locked eyes with me, not Calum. “You must fulfill your duties as my fiancé or the contract is void and I will pay no penalty for destroying it. I will explicitly write into the contract that your duties are to eliminate the ghost plague. I do not intend to cheat you by bringing up some obscure tradition for you to follow. I only need you to banish ghosts.”

	His dismissive tone irritated me. “And if I find out the cause of the ghost plague, too?”

	“I’ll throw in an extra relic.”

	“If the head of my household agrees, then so do I.” I gestured at my brother.

	“Deal,” Calum said.

	With a wave of his hand, Julong materialized a glowing golden quill pen. It must have been a relic. The pen wrote the contract in the air, in large letters to take up two pages. Then the shimmering words turned into a paper and fell into his lap.

	I read the contract carefully to make certain the terms were as we’d agreed on. Then Calum read it too. My hand shook slightly as I signed, because I felt the chains of a life-oath fasten around my heart. If I broke this contract, my heart would stop beating. Belatedly, I scanned the document again. I’d only promised to try and cure the plague and find the culprit, not succeed. I should be safe.

	Julong signed next. Every human nation in the world spoke Standard, but he wrote his name in a foreign language that must be draconic. As soon as he finished the last loop of his name, a sudden surge of energy filled me. I felt like I could have run ten circles around the church and still have excess energy. The pain in my side vanished. I hadn’t realized how much pain I’d been in until it was gone.

	Poking my side, I smiled. In a good mood, I asked, “How would you like to break our engagement when the time comes? Do you want to peacefully go our separate ways or should we put on a show?”

	Julong laughed. “A show would distract the royal court from throwing arranged marriages at me for at least a few months. I’ll give you permission to throw a vase at my head and accuse me of being a cad who broke your heart. Only one of the mass-produced vases, mind you. Do you want to deface my throne? I hate the throne; it’s very uncomfortable. If you can manage to destroy it beyond repair, I’ll let you keep it. If melted down for gold, it would be worth a lot.”

	The Dragon Emperor had a sense of fun. Who would have thought it? I smiled, liking him a bit more.
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	Once we were out of the church and safely back home, Calum collapsed to the floorboards. “Holy hell, that was intimidating.”

	“You did great.” He’d gotten me twice as much money, putting me in a good-enough mood to forgo sibling pride and praise him.

	“I was bluffing! I’d never negotiated a contract like that before. But I couldn’t let some jumped-up lizard cheat you, so I doubled the amount. I tried to channel that asshole Jiang’s confidence.” Calum stood. “Emperor Julong agreed so quickly, I probably should have asked for three times as much.”

	“The relics will be more valuable.” An opportunity to even look at the royal treasury, much less take an item, was rare.

	“You’re feeling healthy again?”

	“I feel stronger than ever.” As a test, I lifted the table with one hand. “Normally, I wouldn’t be able to do this. I am stronger.” I placed down the table with a thump.

	Calum smiled slowly. Our eyes met, sharing the same emotion: hope.

	The orc trio floated through the wall. Bloodlust cried, “I smell dragon! Are we going to fight a dragon, Lord Necromancer?”

	“Sorry, I’m marrying him instead,” I told them.

	Toesmiter recoiled, looking most impressed. “You subdued a dragon and forced him into marriage?”

	“Actually, it’s a temporary engagement contract. And it was his idea.”

	“You plan to play around with a dragon’s heart and then dump him?” Desolation cupped her hands to her mouth and shouted, “Soldiers, we’ll fight the dragon after he comes to get revenge on Lord Necromancer!”

	The orcs cheered. I sighed. “Don’t get their hopes up.”

	Desolation ran her eyes over me. “How much do you know about dragons? Because they’re very possessive creatures.”

	“Of their treasures, yes, but I happen to be more of an employee. The Dragon Emperor seemed horrified at the notion of being stuck with me.”

	“Emperor?” Toesmiter gasped, a sound between fear and eagerness.

	Desolation grunted as if she didn’t believe my reassurance. Bloodlust muttered, “It all depends on how good a taste the dragon has. If he realizes what a treasure he found, he’ll never break off the engagement.” Toesmiter nodded.

	At this point, I realized my brother hadn’t said anything. He was hiding under the table again. “Still?” I groaned. “You have to get used to ghosts sooner or later.”

	“Give me some time.” Calum had his hands over his eyes.

	I turned back to Desolation. “Would you mind guarding the marriage contract for me? We each took half the document.”

	“Smart. That way, the dragon can’t marriage-trap you.” She held out her hand. I gave her both the contract and my mother’s favorite mug. Both vanished.

	Desolation’s gift allowed her to store small items in a pocket space only accessible to her. She used to keep weapons there—she probably still did. As a price, she had to sacrifice an item of value to herself personally every time she used her space. Since she was storing the contract on my behalf, that meant sacrificing something I valued instead. I valued my mother’s mug in the sense I’d been planning to cathartically smash it but could not now that it had disintegrated.

	No one except a necromancer could take the contract from Desolation, and I wouldn’t bet the average necromancer against her willpower, either. The document was as safe as I could possibly make it.

	When the orcs left, I lifted the table. “You can come out now, you coward. You’ll have to get used to my friends sooner or later.”

	With an attempt at dignity, Calum rose and dusted off his pants. “It’s not as if you could have brought them along to talk to Bora.”

	To my horror, I realized I had to explain my engagement to a foe more terrifying than any dragon—my sisters.


	Chapter Four

	The Arahasnor palace breakfast nook had become a familiar place for me. It had windows on three sides to give a sweeping view of the flowering gardens. An ebony table rested on a floor patterned with blue wavy tiles. A giant mirror took up most of the ceiling. The wooden walls had been decorated with a child’s drawings, ranging from a carnivorous unicorn to a princess defeating a dragon to the late Duchess Hedri being tortured in an Iron Maiden. Actually, there were five variants of that last picture. Antonia had gotten more skilled over time. Her blood splatter on the rack had become painfully realistic.

	Sitting in an upholstered chair with a round back, I sipped rose tea. As soon as I set my cup down, Bora filled up it to the brim again. Her hands shook slightly. “I’m so sorry for missing the funeral.”

	She hadn’t stopped apologizing. Her eyes were red-rimmed. I said, “Stop blaming yourself. It’s not your fault you couldn’t return in time.” I was surprised she’d made it back to Arahasnor as fast as she had.

	“Even so, I made you handle everything on your own.” She moved around the table and hugged me for the fifth time since she’d seen me. “It must have been difficult.”

	My kind-hearted sister was probably the only person to sincerely mourn those two pieces of excrement we called parents. Even Calum had mixed feelings. I felt uncomfortable to see her suffering. “I’m fine, really.” Then I winced at what I’d admitted.

	Perceptive eyes scanned me. Bora said, “I understand why you have complicated feelings. I do too. The grief will hit you later.”

	I really doubted it. I changed the subject. “How is South Sherda doing after the flood?”

	The Royal Regent Ari also ruled the duchy of South Sherda, a province of our neighboring nation Sherda. It was awkward to have divided loyalties, but so far, it hadn’t been a problem. Probably because Arahasnor had kicked Sherda’s ass so badly in the last power struggle, they’d been afraid to challenge our regent’s claim to the duchy.

	“We got lucky. No one died, thanks to the timely evacuation.” She talked a bit more about the rebuilding, then fixed me with a serious look. “I was planning to come see you after bringing Antonia and Ari home, as fast as I could arrange a carriage. But you came here first. What do you need to tell me about, Benoni?”

	As always, my sister was entirely too perceptive. I’d decided to give her a limited version of the truth. I would explain that I’d entered a fake marriage contract with the Dragon Emperor to help him scare off other suitors. I thought I could justify it if I claimed His Imperial Majesty had been drunk when he met me by chance.

	I had a million excuses for never telling Bora the truth even though I was sure (99% sure) she wouldn’t reject me. At first, I hadn’t wanted to horrify her with the truth of Calum’s existence suspended between life and death. A necromancer of a brother might bring back too many bad memories when a necromancer had murdered Calum. Then she’d become Head of the Royal Council and foster mother to the queen. My secret had changed into a deadly risk. I’d wanted her to be able to truthfully tell a Seer she’d never known about me if it ever came out. I’d turned down repeated offers to live with her in the palace in order to protect her from appearing too closely connected to me, and because it would be too hard for me to hide under so many eyes.

	My existence had been a burden on my older siblings from the day I’d been born. They never should have had responsibility for me, but they’d become like my parents when only children themselves. I tried to make myself smaller to not cause them trouble. I refused to become a political liability. Though I’d dreamed if I could bring Calum back, then maybe that would be enough of a boon to be worth my necromantic nature.

	Calum had briefly glimpsed Bora when we’d first arrived at the palace, then left. He said it would be too painful to be around her if he couldn’t speak to her. What he actually meant was that he didn’t want her to know of his existence until he could guarantee that he would be able to stick around. I had to figure out how to unravel the deadly connection between us as fast as possible. Under the table, my fists clenched.

	I’d let the silence go on too long. Bora prompted, “Benoni? Is something wrong? Did our father leave debts?”

	“No, you were successful banning him from gambling houses.” I swallowed. “The Dragon Emperor—”

	I stopped. Bora had frozen in place, teacup raised, a murderous aura radiating off her. Though her lips turned up, this expression contained too much malice to be considered a smile. For a second, I thought she would dash her teacup against the wall. Even the flowers outside seemed to stop swaying in the wind. I finally saw why people had once called my sweet sister “The Blood Duchess.”

	Abort! New plan required! I asked, “Err… do you have a grudge against the Dragon Emperor?”

	Bora leaned sideways and spat on the floor. Then she drank tea as if she needed to wash the bad taste from her mouth. “That trash emperor was one of the parties the previous king sold our kingdom to.”

	Once, my sister had taken up another identity as a tyrant and single-handedly defended our kingdom from multiple invading parties all owed money by the late king. I resented that she’d never once asked me for help. Instead, she’d kept everything secret from me until it had been all over. Calum had never asked me for help when he’d died trying to save Ysabel, either. I was a child in both of their eyes. At least in Calum’s case, I’d been literally a child, but I’d been old enough to have helped Bora if she’d asked.

	In all fairness, she had no idea how much I could have helped her, and keeping my power secret was on me.

	“You fought off a dragon? You never told me this story.” I tried not to sound hurt.

	“He sent us a letter saying I don’t want your trash kingdom.” Bora’s knuckles turned white. “A dragon forgave a debt rather than try to conquer us!”

	In all fairness, Arahasnor had been a mess before my sister and her lover had reformed it. “Wouldn’t his refusal be a good thing? If anything, you owe him one, though he could have been less harsh.”

	“Dragons have endless greed. With the debt we owed, he could have asked for anything. He did not consider a single object or person in our entire kingdom worth his time. If he’d asked for one of the royal jewels, at least we could have saved face. There is no more thorough way he could have indicated we are beneath him.” Bora’s lips peeled back in a snarl. Her country accent came back when she got stressed. “IF THAT WORTHLESS LIZARD EVER DARES SHOW HIS FACE IN MY COUNTRY, I’LL SKIN HIM FOR A PAIR OF BOOTS!”

	Despite my nuptials being fake, clearly, the news would not be received well. “How fascinating. Anyway, I only brought him up because I’m journeying to Faan on a scholarly mission. An old college friend needs information from some books in the imperial library.” Hopefully, she didn’t ask for a name because I didn’t have any non-ghost friends. “I volunteered to help. I thought it would be a good way to take my mind off… my… my…” Whoa, I still couldn’t say grief with a straight face.

	“What a lovely idea.” My sweet, smiling sister returned. She clasped her hands. “You could use a vacation. I doubt you’ll meet that worthless emperor, but if he gives you any trouble, feel free to tell him that Arahasnor stands ready to show an overgrown salamander who’s trash.”

	“I will…” Definitely not do that. “… think about it.”

	News didn’t travel much between Arahasnor and Faan. Until recently, I didn’t even remember the Dragon Emperor’s name. It should be fine. My sister most likely would never find out about my supposed engagement until it was all over.

	Footsteps came up the stairs. Then Araceli flung open the door and swept my sister into a kiss. Flushing, I looked away. I would swear, back in the village, my sister had never been so bold. The change was a good thing, but not the part where I had to watch her try to stick her tongue down her lover’s throat. There were some sounds a brother didn’t need to hear.

	Today, the Royal Regent wore a flowing blue gown. Some days, they dressed in velvet doublets, switching between a male and female identity as fluidly as a clownfish. There had been a lot of debate about if Ari could legally marry without assuming one identity or the other. I’d wondered if they’d tie the knot now that Ari had gathered the votes to change the laws. Though I also knew my sister had ambivalent feelings about marriage—our mother had pressured her too much on the score, and our parents’ sadomasochism tango had traumatized her. She’d never had any doubt in her lover’s affections, with or without a ring.

	“Benoni, good to see you.” Araceli hugged me briefly. Though Ari was a gender-neutral name, in a dress we usually called her Araceli. “Will you be staying long?”

	“No, I’m actually leaving for a journey to Faan later today.”

	“It’s a shame you can’t stay for dinner. At least make certain you say hello to Antonia before you leave, or she’ll be furious.”

	Such a blunder as to fail to greet my adorable niece might lead to me being locked in the Iron Maiden next time. Though she’d probably remove the spikes first.

	I found Antonia at the entranceway, taking off her fur coat. “Can I help?”

	“Ugh, I don’t need help.” She scowled at me as she hung her coat on the rack. She’d reached the stage where she wanted to do everything on her own.

	I immediately made up for my inadvertent patronization. “I brought you a present.”

	“You’re the best.” She flung her arms around me and riffled through my pockets until she found the bag of honey candies.

	“You’re a little thief,” I said, but in a complimentary way.

	She popped one into her mouth. “Are you staying for dinner, Uncle Benoni? The cook is making lamb chops.”

	“That sounds delicious, but I can’t.” I repeated my cover story about a scholarly mission to Faan.

	Antonia fixed me with a look too hard for her age. “Are you in any trouble?”

	Despite being a child, my niece was harder to lie to than my sister. “Only a fun amount of trouble.”

	She gestured for me to bend over. Then she whispered in my ear, “If anyone bullies you in Faan, then let me know. I can body-swap even a dragon with a common frog. No one will ever know why their emperor turned into a drooling fool with a taste for flies. It will be the perfect crime.”

	For some reason, my softhearted, crybaby sister had a reputation as a terrifying villainess. On the other hand, my cute niece had a reputation as the angelic and perfect queen who brought peace and prosperity, but she was already developing into a demented tyrant. Maybe I should move before she got a chance to rule this country.

	“Thank you for the offer, but I’m sure it will be a boring trip.” I messed up Antonia’s hair as karma for all the times Calum had done that to me, then left. It felt good to no longer be the youngest in the family.
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	Julong waited for me in the forest outside the Holy City. Even in the wilderness, he looked immaculately clean. It was as if the pine needles overhead feared to fall on him. His cloth boots had not a trace of dirt. They must have been enchanted; it was the only explanation. He did not look tired, even though I knew he’d gone off to some other part of the country on business of his own before returning here to meet me. Once again, he felt unreal to me. No wonder I had mistaken him for a ghost. To anyone who could perceive the other world even a little bit, he was clearly not human.

	“Why didn’t you warn me that my family had a grudge against you?” I demanded, crunching as I stalked across the fallen needles.

	He raised one thin eyebrow. “What grudge?”

	As I should have known, he hadn’t even noticed. “Apparently, you once called Arahasnor ‘trash.’”

	Calum popped up next to me. “Arahasnor is trash.”

	“Yeah, that’s what I thought, too, but don’t say it in front of Bora.”

	“I highly respect Bora’s hard work repairing this dreadful country,” Calum said. “When I was alive, a sock puppet would have been more useful than our king. We had the worst public services and the highest taxes, everyone got together as a nation to collectively drain the life from my healer sister, and an evil necromancer worked his way to the highest places of power. No offense to present company.”

	“No offense taken. Jiang was the worst.” I inclined my head. “From what I heard, he acted comically evil. Someone should have noticed, except evil blended in so well with our old government.”

	Julong snorted. “I wish you would call that necromancer by his real name, Dark Lord Chingis. He used a fake identity to pretend to be from Faan. We take no responsibility for him. He never set foot in our empire. Why, his undead legions never even made it past our wall.”

	Historically speaking, that was very debatable. Dark Lord Chingis had definitely occupied parts of Faan, although maybe he’d gone around the wall. I wasn’t going to argue with the dragon. “I suppose you’d know. You were probably alive then.”

	“I was not. Do I look that old? I’m twenty-nine years old.”

	Dragons all looked young, at least to humans. They aged at the same rate as us mere mortals in childhood but started slowing down as soon as they reached their twenties. “Pardon me, you are so handsome that no human can look directly at your face and assess your age. I’m only surprised that such a young dragon was able to ascend to the throne.”

	Julong examined me as if trying to figure out if I’d been sarcastic. “There was fighting over the throne, of course.”

	In other words, he’d won despite his young age? “You must be strong.” My eyes went to his biceps. He could lift me and pin me to a tree easily. Hypothetically.

	As we bantered, Calum looked between us with confusion. He whispered, “Do you like him?”

	Come to think if it, I hadn’t ever told my brother I liked men. He’d died before I’d been sure of it myself. I shrugged minutely, given that we had company to overhear.

	Calum whispered, “Not to my taste, but I must admit he’s objectively stunning. Even if he’s a temporary fiancé, no reason you can’t enjoy a quick dalliance while it lasts. I’ll be your wing ghost. Go get that dragon dick!” He flashed two thumbs-up.

	My entire body cringed. I had a sudden desire to become a monk.

	Julong had that exact same amused look on his face that had made me suspect him a few centuries older, because he looked at me as if I was a child. No, on second thought, he looked at me more like a child’s toy. Entertaining for someone else but not on his level. There was no doubt he’d noticed. At least Calum had the grace to whisper, but that significant look followed by a thumbs-up had been entirely too obvious. My cheeks heated. Given that I could touch Calum, what would happen if I put a fist into his throat? Was it possible to kill a ghost again? All older brothers should die multiple times. It only served them right for the humiliation they bestowed upon younger ones.

	I restrained myself because Julong was still watching me. Keeping my chin steady, I hoped he couldn’t see my blush. I’d always been dark-skinned enough for it to mostly remain hidden. “Let’s leave. I have everything that I need.” I’d packed a small burlap bag, only taking one spare outfit because Julong had promised to provide clothing as part of the fiancé package. Currently, I wore britches and a grey linen shirt. Honestly, next to the emperor, I felt underdressed.

	Calum asked, “Wait, what about your orc friends?”

	“They’ll be along whenever they feel like it.” The orcs always found me. For a while, I’d tried unsuccessfully to get rid of them, before I’d figured out how useful they could be. Plus, I’d gotten used to having friends.

	A fan slid down Julong’s sleeve. He tapped it against his palm. “I have tarried here long enough. The situation back in the capital requires my attention.”

	For the sake of speed, Julong had offered (ordered, really) to fly me to his home country on dragonback. My pulse sped up with both eagerness and a little nervousness. “Do I need to turn around?” I wondered if he would take off his clothing before transforming. It would be a waste to rip such expensive silk to pieces as he turned into a massive beast.

	“Only if you’re a coward,” he said.

	After such a challenge, of course I wouldn’t turn my back. Besides, if he was offering… who said I would mind taking a peek?

	Julong snapped his golden fan open, revealing a beautiful mountainous landscape drawn inside.

	Out of nowhere, lightning struck from the clear sky. I screamed involuntarily. The brilliant blaze made my eyes ache. Over the roaring noise, I thought I heard Calum cry out, too. Julong was completely silent, even though that lightning… it had struck him…

	A dark cloud wrapped around Julong’s body. The lightning tattoos running down his arms blazed. The air smelled earthy like a storm. Now I understood why Julong had not taken off his clothing. This bore no resemblance to his body shifting and changing. Instead, it was as if the storm had wrapped itself around him as an extra layer of robe. Miniature lightning crackled inside the cloud, obscuring him from view. Two horns rose above the chaos. Then a dragon exploded into existence with a force that leveled the trees.

	The massive serpent could have easily coiled around my entire house. Western dragons had wings, but Eastern dragons looked more like snakes with a flowing mane and four legs. He had dazzling dark blue scales like the sky just before a storm. His catlike snout had two whiskers. His horns partly reminded me of a stag’s antlers and partly of a bighorn sheep with the curving. I could not look into his eyes. They burned blue-white as lightning, leaking sparks. More lightning danced around his claws and rippled down his mane to the tip of his fluffy tail.

	My ears rang. He was glorious to behold. Should this be called his true form? Because he felt more real than he ever had as a human. The power around him blazed so brightly, it felt as if all the trees in the forest had become ghostly illusions. Now I understood why the rain had not touched him the first time we’d met. He was a storm dragon.

	“You’re beautiful.” I bit my tongue to stop talking. I couldn’t blame my brother for my humiliation when I appeared just as good at doing it to myself. “I don’t know how to ride you.” He was too large for me to straddle him like a horse. Although, in human form… Stop thinking about it. “Do you have a saddle?”

	“A saddle?” His booming voice shook needles off the trees. He sounded offended. His eyes blazed hotter. “I would execute any other human for suggesting it. Touch my scales.”

	To make up for my stupidity, I obeyed. His neck felt as hard as a diamond.

	Wind reached out and lifted me onto his back. With barely any warning, I could see the tops of trees. It made my stomach shift. The air formed a cushion around me to let me lean back and locked around my waist to hold me in place. It felt a lot like a saddle, but I wasn’t going to point that out to a cranky dragon.

	Calum floated behind me and grabbed my shoulders, since he could not touch the dragon.

	“Do you get motion sickness?” Julong asked.

	“Never in my entire life.” It was true, but I would have lied if necessary to obtain a dragon ride.

	With a grunt, he launched himself into the air.

	Wind whipped by my cheeks. The dragon moved as if swimming through the air. In barely any time, the trees below seemed as tiny as the yard of a dollhouse. Then we were among the clouds. I shivered as their dampness pressed against me, but I wouldn’t have complained for anything in the world.

	Adrenaline pumped through my veins. It felt as if my senses had come alive, tasting the crisp air. Goosebumps raised down my arms and legs. The wind roared in my ears. Yet it did not feel to me as if I was going extremely fast. It felt as if I’d become one with the wind and clouds, and their natural pace suited me. There was a sense of liberation. The world below had faded away. Only the azure sky stretched out before me.

	Over the wind, Calum whooped. “We’re riding a dragon! This is glorious!”

	Technically, he was clinging to me and his legs were going partly through the dragon, but I didn’t say anything to spoil his fun.

	Too many sensations pelted me, from the bright sun that seemed too close to the unnaturally fresh smell of the sky. It should have been terrifying. I’d never felt so alive.

	Yet humans could get bored with absolutely anything. By the time it felt like an hour had passed, I was ready to land. At least, I hoped it had been an hour.

	Calum must have felt the same way, because he shouted, “How long did your oh-so-handsome husband say the trip would take?”

	I was tempted to ignore him because he was teasing me again. “An hour and a half.”

	“That’s shorter than I would have thought. You should marry him so that we can have free travel.”

	I shouted, “You’re a ghost! You can vanish and reappear anywhere you’d like.”

	“I haven’t figured out that knack yet.”

	“Can you use your disguise ability?” Once Calum’s gift had allowed him to change his features, which he’d used to infiltrate Head Cardinal Jiang’s guard.

	Calum screwed up his eyes. “It’s not working.”

	“What was your price? You have to still be able to pay your price to use your magic as a ghost.”

	“Dried skin.”

	People with weaker gifts were lucky to have cheaper prices. “Since you’re a ghost and your skin can’t dry out, it won’t work.”

	We both had to shout to be heard over the wind, making it very hard to talk. My throat already felt sore. We stopped talking. Inability to communicate turned the trip even more boring.

	I wasn’t sure if Julong paid any attention to us, because he seemed busy at work. As he flew, dark clouds formed around his belly. He flicked them downward with his tail. Everywhere he went, he brought the storm. Since he cast down rain irregularly, I suspected he’d calculated which parts of his country needed it the most.

	Desolation, Bloodlust, and Toesmiter appeared, hovering around me. Swinging his hammer, Toesmiter cheered, “We’re finally going to Faan! Are we going to murder the dragon after the wedding and take over his empire?”

	“No.” I exhaled. “There won’t be a wedding. This is a temporary contract. Also, he can hear you.” 

	“We never intended to dishonorably backstab him,” Desolation said indignantly. “We will come at him openly.”

	“How can dragons see ghosts?” Calum asked. “I should have wondered about that sooner.” He wasn’t fleeing the orcs, so he must be getting used to them.

	Desolation said, “Dragons have exceptional senses in every regard. He’ll be a tricky target.”

	“Are you still talking about fighting him?” I groaned. “You can’t even touch him.” Fortunately, or they might have already gotten into trouble.

	Bloodlust said, “If you want to leave a dragon at the altar, there’s a high chance you’ll need to kill him. Better to plan in advance.”

	“It’s your job to figure out how we can best serve you in the upcoming fight, Lord Necromancer,” Toesmiter said.

	“This is a friendly warning, in case anyone gets ideas about expanding his hoard to include our necromancer.” Desolation directed her remark downward at the scales below.

	The air rumbled. I glanced around, fearing thunder and lightning since we were currently the highest thing around. But no, it was Julong laughing.

	That answered the question about if he could hear us. First my brother embarrassed me, then all my friends.

	Although he hadn’t seemed very worried, I shouted, “I apologize for their rudeness. They’re bored and have one-track minds. They tried to persuade me to conquer my college every exam season.”

	“When all the students were distracted studying, it would have been the perfect moment to strike,” Bloodlust insisted.

	Leaning close, Desolation whispered in my ear, “You shouldn’t try to seduce a dragon unless you’re serious about him or planning to kill him and conquer his kingdom. They have no concept of casual and are prone to collecting people into their hoards. The rumors of kidnapped princesses have some root in truth. Except dragons don’t fall in love based on social status. The princesses are the victims people noticed. On the other hand, dragons will do anything to please their mates, so if he falls for you, then Faan could be our foothold to invade the world.”

	“For the last time, we’re not doing that,” I hissed.

	“I’ll keep the possibility hush-hush.” She winked at me.

	“I don’t even want to rule my village, much less the world.” I stopped when I realized my voice had gotten too loud.

	Julong rumbled, “You’ll have to discuss career ambitions another time. We’ve arrived.”

	With no more warning than that, we dove.

	I screamed. Calum definitely screamed louder.

	With a jolt that made my head spin, we landed. Birds scattered at a dragon’s arrival but no people. A garden of flowering trees spread around us. We were next to a small river, with a stone bridge and a gazebo in the distance.

	The wind lifted me up and set me down on the grass. Calum released my shoulders and floated away.

	When Julong shifted into a human, it was less dramatic. The air became warmer, then the great serpent seemed to shrink into himself. The clouds this time were white instead of dark. When they cleared, Julong stood in his yellow robe, holding his fan.

	Tapping his closed fan against his palm, he looked me over. “You’ll need clothing suited to an Emperor-Consort before I can be seen in public with you. I have people I trust here. Follow me.”

	I meant to follow him toward the wooden building next to the river, but I got distracted by the loveliness of the rock garden. The tiny pine trees growing out of the ohko stone fascinated me. Ohko was also called dragon stone because of its scale-like appearance. How did they produce such small trees—magic?

	Julong had been speaking to someone in the doorway. As soon as he finished, two dark-haired men caught me by either arm and dragged me inside.

	“You have good material,” the first man said, patting my clean-shaven cheek.

	“You need a bath first.” Without even asking permission, the second man lifted my shirt off.

	“Hey!” I yelped, but the ghosts and my so-called fiancé had abandoned me at the first sign of clothing coming off.
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	I had to admit the hot lavender-scented bath was exactly what I needed after the wet, cold ride. When my two new attendants gave me a shoulder massage and a foot rub, I melted into a contented puddle. It put me in a good-enough mood to lie back and let them give me a makeover.

	First, they toweled me off and sprayed me with floral perfume. After a brief whispered debate, they concluded as a mere fiancé, I did not yet rate a dragon robe or a headpiece. Instead, they wrapped me in a golden robe with red sashes over the shoulders. The pants resembled a skirt with alternating pleats of red, green, and gold. My belt ornament was jade in the shape of a carnation. Though my hair was on the short side, they teased it into a low bun with a jade hairpin. A golden dragon ornament dangled at the end. Finally, they applied makeup around my eyes and on my lips.

	I felt a little light-headed from the bath when they pushed me out the door, giggling and wishing me luck.

	All three orcs surrounded me, crowing. “You look ferocious,” Bloodlust said.

	Toesmiter nodded. “I bet you could stab someone with that hairpin.”

	Leaning down, Desolation whispered in my ear, “The other half of the contract is hidden in the Dragon Emperor’s fan. I can smell it.”

	I trusted her senses. I nodded. Although I didn’t anticipate needing this information, it was good to know.

	“Let me see,” Calum insisted. They stepped back. He grinned. “If the Dragon Emperor has any taste, then it will be hard to break off this engagement.” Then he yanked my ear, just so I knew he wasn’t going soft on me.

	Julong strode down the corridor, waving my ghosts away. Although he couldn’t touch them, sheer commanding presence got them to move.

	When he saw me, he double-took. His lips curved upward. It was the first time I’d gotten the sense that he took me seriously.

	With great effort, I did not react. I offered my arm. “I’ll let you guide me so that I can pretend I know where I’m going.”

	His smile widened as he accepted. “It would be my honor to present you to my court. At this time of day, the prime minister should be holding a session.”

	Over my shoulder, I hissed at the ghosts, “You stay here until I call you.” I couldn’t have them making me laugh in front of the most powerful and important people in Faan.

	The trip down the hallway felt longer than it should have. My heart was thumping loudly. I wished I’d asked Julong more questions about how to act. What if I made a dreadful fool of myself?

	We continued across a walkway covered in glass to an adjacent building. Julong stopped in front of red double doors. The smile dropped off his face. “There should be guards.”

	Releasing my arm, he stepped in front of me and pushed open the doors.

	The ceiling glistened with red and blue tiles. Red pillars lined the room leading up to a raised dais. Two dragon statues hung over either side of the golden throne. The chair looked uncomfortable but beautiful with dragons curling around the armrests and a giant gold dragon with teeth bared at the very top.

	There was not a single human in the room. Instead, ghosts floated around the air. Three perched on the dragon throne. The walls ran red with illusionary blood. A female ghost wearing white hung from a pillar, her neck lolling in the noose. Haunting giggles drifted from a toddler crawling around the dais, batting his own severed head like a ball.

	In a bemused tone, Julong said, “It wasn’t this bad when I left.”

	I sighed. Time to earn my money.


	Chapter Five

	I clapped my hands. “Be quiet, everyone! I can’t believe you’re all acting like this when a person is suffering.” I gestured at the hanged woman. “We have to help her.”

	The ghosts went silent. I had that effect on ghosts often, but in this case, several jaws dropped (one of them hanging by a bloody thread of tissue.) Really, what were the local necromancers doing, if the ghosts weren’t even used to being confronted over their bad behavior?

	I strode forward, using my abilities to lower the ghost from the pillar and loosen the noose on her neck. Gently, I placed her on the tiles. “Miss, can you hear me? You’re safe now. What’s your name?”

	Her eyes had turned completely black. She had stringy ebony hair that must have once hung to her waist. Now the edges were in tatters and tipped with ashes. Her burlap clothing looked like it had been stained by grave dirt. She growled, her teeth speckled with blood. A blackened tongue extended from her mouth, as long as a snake. Reaching up, it licked my cheek. She cackled like a hyena.

	I ignored it, because of course a ghost couldn’t actually touch me. “I’m sorry to break some bad news to you. You can’t die by hanging yourself. You’re already dead. I appreciate that this may come as a shock.” I paused in case she needed a moment.

	She shrieked and wagged her tongue some more.

	“Try to breathe with me. You don’t need oxygen, but it could help you calm down.” I demonstrated, taking deep breaths. “Although you can’t die in a mortal way, I’m happy to help you pass on to your next life. I will also listen to any grievances you have before you go. Please rest assured that even though you’re dead, you have a beautiful future ahead of you.” Carefully, I lifted the rope with my mind and stuck it behind my back so she couldn’t use it again.

	The ghost wailed as if a hundred angry lost souls had unleashed their fury. Black bile spewed from her mouth. It ran down the floor like a raging river.

	I patted her forehead—or, rather, the air around her head. “It’s okay. Just let it all out. Whatever happened to you when you were alive, nothing can hurt you any longer.”

	Eventually, she stopped, panting. Long hair falling over her face, she glared up at me.

	“Are you ready to talk now?” I asked.

	She looked around as if hoping for help from her fellows. The ghosts stared at me in shock. The throne room became silent, except for Julong doubled over, laughing.

	“I’ll let you rest longer. But as soon as I start hearing complaints, you’ll be the first on the list.” I stood up, looking around for the next-most-immediate problem. The headless toddler stood up and kicked his own head. Giggling, he chased it around the room with uncanny accuracy. The head rolled to directly face me. The eyes were missing, showing bloody sockets.

	Kneeling, I said gently, “This is dangerous, kiddo. It would be easy for you to accidentally kick your head out the window.” I channeled my big brother’s voice, during those times when he’d cared for me like a father. “I’ll help you fasten it on again.”

	I didn’t have any ability to directly touch ghosts, but I’d found I could influence ghostly material to some extent. The noose floated in front of me. I concentrated, flattening it into a collar. It looked too much like something a dog would wear. With a bit of strain, I dyed the flax threads colorfully. It had become easier to do as I drew on the vast power connecting me to Julong. With ambition, I even added a few pearls among the threads.

	First, I floated the severed head up. Then I used the newly crafted necklace to fasten it onto his neck. Bora had always been the kindest person I knew, so I infused her into my voice. “See? Don’t you feel better now? The necklace looks adorable on you.”

	The boy smiled. Dark brown eyes grew back into their sockets. The color returned to his cheeks. He clapped.

	I’d always found a little kindness went far with ghosts. They weren’t used to it. I could handle ghosts better than the living. And when I treated them like people, it reminded them they were people.

	Cupping my hands to my mouth, I shouted, “Who’s responsible for this child?”

	The assembled ghosts were all silent. Typical.

	I raised my voice. “I don’t mean to be intrusive, but this is very irresponsible parenting. You can’t allow your son to wander around without his head attached. In addition, please think about the impact you’re having on Emperor Julong by creating such a mess around his throne room.” I gestured at Julong, who had tears of laughter streaming from his eyes. “I’m not trying to shame you; I’m merely concerned.”

	A female ghost riddled with arrows hung her head. A male ghost with a sword through his chest put his arm around her.

	Ah-ha! Parents found! I marched over. “Please pick up your child. I know that parenting after death can be an adjustment. Even if he no longer eats or drinks, he still needs love and physical affection.”

	The mother rushed over and scooped up her son. The father groaned. I took it as a good sign that he was starting to get speech back. “I’ll see your family second in line.” Turning to the assembled ghosts, I called, “Everyone, form a line. I will speak to each of you before the day ends.”

	Ghosts shuffled into line, looking surprised at their own obedience.

	A ghost in full armor dropped down headfirst from the ceiling. Sticking his yellowing teeth directly in my face, he roared.

	I put my hands on my hips. “Yes, very impressive.” Sarcasm dripped off every word. “Are you done yet?”

	The soldier roared more.

	“Everyone is patiently waiting for their grievances to be heard, and you’re wasting time like this. Are you proud of yourself?”

	The ghosts standing in line all glared. The soldier looked at them. He hung his head, then floated to the back of the line.

	Julong wiped the tears of mirth from his eyes. “The attendants did warn me it had gotten so bad, even ordinary people could see the ghosts now. Still, I underestimated the growth of the plague. You seem to have the situation in hand.”

	At least Julong didn’t seem overly upset, although I wished he’d stop laughing at me. In my experience, most people couldn’t see ghosts unless the ghost was making a particular effort and fueled by strong emotion—usually because they had a grudge against that person. There was also a very real possibility a necromancer had empowered these ghosts to make them stronger. “Do you mind if I use your throne room to hear the ghosts’ complaints? Or should I move them elsewhere?”

	“Aren’t you simply going to banish them?”

	The ghosts in line rumbled angrily.

	I shook my head. “Is that what your court necromancer has been doing? No wonder you have such a huge problem. Banishing the ghosts without appeasing the source of their rage is like slapping wallpaper over bloodstains on the wall. The smell will still linger.” I leaned close to his ear, enough to feel that beautiful silky hair tickle my nose. “Besides, don’t you want to find out the source of the ghost plague? These are potential witnesses.”

	And I felt certain some dire event had occurred in this palace. The vast majority of dead people, including wronged and murdered ones, did not come back. Personally, I wished more murder victims returned from the grave. It might teach living people to behave better. Solely based on my personal observation, people did not return as ghosts because they had a stronger will or a greater desire for revenge. No, it seemed to happen around particular places with strong magical energy or where something had happened to rip the barrier between life and death. It probably had nothing to do with Julong’s father, who had died years past. This had been recent and on a larger scale than I’d ever seen before.

	“You do seem skilled at talking to ghosts.” Julong looked around. “Feel free to use the throne room. It will spare me from having to sit in that awful chair. I must go calm the royal court. I’m sure they’re being quite useless about this. I will say, so far, I’ve been impressed by your skills.” He turned and left.

	Puffing out my chest, I shouted, “Squad, assemble!”

	That didn’t always work. The orcs came and went as they pleased. But this time, they did me proud. They materialized before me in full armor, the blood on their bodies dripping as if they’d only died seconds before. The ghosts around the room, who predominantly looked like humans from Faan, cowered away. Ghosts could hit other ghosts, and mine were bigger.

	I said, “Please search the palace for other ghosts. Any you find, send to stand in line with these. Feel free to use force.”

	“Yes, Lord Necromancer.” Captain Desolation saluted.

	“Call me Emperor-Consort Necromancer,” I joked. “No, that has a horrible ring. It sounds like a criminal charge. Lord Necromancer it is.”

	First, we directed the ghosts to move their line outside the throne room. I wanted my clients to have privacy to speak to me. Then I sat down on the throne, justifying my presumption as planning out how to break it later for our dramatic divorce scene.

	Sun God’s shit! The dragon poking out the back dug directly into my neck. When I turned, the dragon’s tail sticking out the side poked my ribs. This was the single most uncomfortable throne in existence. No wonder Julong hated it. Why hadn’t he replaced it already? If I had to guess, there was a lot of blah-blah tradition attached.

	I sat down on the dais steps instead. From my sack of belongings I pulled out a notebook. “The first ghost can enter.”

	The female ghost floated in, rubbing her neck where there had once been a noose. Her hair rose above her head as if in the center of a windstorm. She boomed, “Lord Judge, you have defeated me. As a reward, you may ask three questions.”

	“How kind.” I smiled. “What’s your name?”

	She gaped at me. Then she coughed and put on her spooky voice again. “I am Siyaan, the Abandoned Maiden of the North Star Inn.”

	“I’m Benoni. You can call me by my first name if you wish. The orcs only gave me a title because they’re very dramatic.” I winked at her. “Between you and me, I’m only a temporary Emperor-Consort. There’s no need to stand on formality.”

	Her hair settled down. She stared as if trying to see through me.

	“Do you know why you came back to life?”

	“Because of the depths of my grudge and my hatred for the living!” Siyaan waved her arms.

	That wasn’t how it worked, but I didn’t think she was lying. She didn’t know anything useful. Just in case, I asked, “What can you tell me about the ghost plague?”

	“I’m not part of the recent ghosts. I’ve been haunting my inn for the last hundred years. I moved to the palace because it looked like everyone was having fun, and more people could see me here.”

	This was partly useful, since at least it confirmed my theory that something odd was going on at the palace. “What is your grudge causing you to linger on the earth?”

	“That’s four questions.”

	“You don’t have to tell me. I’m asking so that I can help you. If you’d rather be banished from the living world without ever resolving the cause that led to your suicide, then that’s your choice.” I stared her down.

	I believed in treating ghosts like people, because they were people the same as anyone else. That meant both being courteous and not taking any crap from them. If a necromancer let a ghost get away with pretentions, then they would walk all over him. Well, float all over him.

	Siyaan’s hair fell over her face. She mumbled, “I didn’t kill myself. I fell down a flight of stairs at the inn and hit my head on the wall. People started spreading rumors that I’d died because I couldn’t be together with a noble lover. It was a much better story than dying for clumsiness.”

	“Death is very unfair. It happens for no reason. I’m sorry for your misfortune.”

	“I leaned in to it. After I made a noose, I became even more famous. I have a lot of fun haunting the inn. The locals all love me. I bring in customers from around Faan and even other countries.” She gazed up pleadingly. “The innkeeper is counting on me to come back. I’ve been watching over his family for generations. They’re like my own. The whole town’s tourism rests on me. Can’t you please let me go?”

	I crossed my arms. “Have you been attacking people?”

	“No, no, that’s merely part of my act. It wouldn’t be good for business if I actually hurt anyone.”

	I tentatively believed her. Usually, I could tell when ghosts had turned murderous. They started to rot, like my own illness. She didn’t seem strong enough to cause much trouble, either. Nevertheless, I wrote down her name and location into my book. I’d ask Julong to investigate if she needed to be dealt with or if the locals appreciated her as much as she said.

	Ghosts could lie, the same as the living. I’d learned that lesson early on.

	“Very well, you can leave. But no more causing trouble at the palace. And if you hurt people, then I’ll find you.”

	“Thank you, Lord Benoni.” She fled through the ceiling.

	I called, “Next!”

	The family with the toddler entered. He giggled and waved his arms at me. The parents explained to me that they’d been murdered by bandits on the road. The leader of the bandits had been a police officer with a vile nighttime second job. They’d come back out of a desire for revenge.

	“Understandable, but why haunt the imperial palace?” I asked.

	The mother hung her head. “We wanted to attract attention. No one was listening to us.”

	“I know this will sound like an excuse, but we felt drawn here.” The father rubbed the place where a sword had gone through him. “Then we got caught up in the enthusiasm of the mob.”

	A recent death could make people act very odd, especially as they adjusted to the emotions of a body without hormones. However, I had not ruled out the possibility of something around the palace mentally influencing the ghosts. It was interesting to me that the ghost family had felt drawn to the palace instead of the local police station, as if they hadn’t had a choice.

	I wrote down the information about their murderers, then offered to help them pass on. They said they wanted to stay long enough to see justice done. I suspected these three would pass on as soon as their killers were caught, without me needing to do anything. Revenge ghosts usually felt fulfilled after their purpose had been served. It would be good to handle the bandits, who might have gotten away with countless more murders due to their police protection.

	“Next!” I called.

	Calum floated through the back wall. “The gardens were beautiful, but I’ve seen everything and I got bored. Weird, I instinctively knew where to find you. And I could tell you were safe—I get a strange sensation about if you’re safe or in danger. It feels like hot or cold, except not on my skin. I’m probably not making any sense.”

	“I did use a spell on you designed to create a necromancer’s bodyguard. Does it bother you?”

	“Not at all; it could be useful. It didn’t compel me to find you, but that’s probably why the spell was deemed a failure.”

	“Yeah, since ghosts can’t be paid in money, they’d have no reason to protect a random necromancer without a preexisting personal connection.”

	“I have nothing else to do with my afterlife except help out my baby brother. What are you up to?”

	“I’m interrogating ghosts.”

	A ghost dressed in a noble’s brocade robe floated through the door. His head had been split open all the way to the bridge of his nose.

	“AHHHHHHHHHHHH!” Calum hid behind the throne. His scream rattled the candles.

	“AHHHHHHHHHHHH!” The noble ghost ducked behind a pillar.

	I rolled my eyes. “Bro, this is getting sad.”

	Calum pointed a trembling finger. “His brains are showing! It’s objectively gross.”

	The ghost wailed, “Why are you scared of little old me? You’re clearly the stronger ghost. That aura around you is terrifying. You could eat me in one bite.”

	“You’re the one talking about eating people.” Calum wrinkled his nose. “I look perfectly normal. Just because I’m wearing this strange black armor, it doesn’t make me scary.”

	“An abomination,” the noble whispered, backing away.

	Why did so many people call my brother an abomination? Sure, he used to muss my hair all the time, but everyone had their faults. “That was rude. Don’t insult my brother, or I won’t help you.”

	“Sorry, Lord Judge.” The ghost’s mouth clamped shut. I turned to Calum to tell him he ought to sit with me and meet some ghosts so he could get used to them, but he’d already fled the room. Wimp.

	I’d been hoping he’d gotten better since he’d talked to the orcs. Progress took time, I supposed.

	Turning back to the latest ghost, I asked, “Would you like to tell me your name and about how you died?”

	His eyes lit up, literally. “It’s a long story about desperation, betrayal, and love.”

	I already regretted asking. No offense, but I had a long line.

	[image: * * *]

	None of the ghosts had any useful information about the source of the plague. The last ghost had been a palace maid: one of the sad cases who hadn’t realized she was dead before the orcs ushered her to my line. I calmed her down with a chat about tea, which I pretended to know anything about. She wanted to pass along right away. In addition, she was able to give me directions to the Imperial Library.

	Julong had promised me access to the library. It seemed only fair for me to take advantage after my hard day’s work. Besides, I didn’t know where to find Julong, so I had nothing else to do.

	As I walked down the hallway, I didn’t see a single other person. The ghosts must have scared everyone out of the palace. Julong would have his work cut out for him restoring order.

	The library staff had also vanished. What a shame to leave such treasures unguarded. Chestnut shelves filled every wall, although these shelves had engraved doors to hide the books. The vast room smelled strongly of parchment, and dust tickled my nose.

	Behind the desk, I found a map and a flat golden sun-shaped disc that lit up when I touched it. This must be a light relic. I followed the map to the necromancy section. This place was like a maze. It had several hundred small rooms without doors, only closed off by three walls. Each section was devoted to a different topic. The library had no windows. I felt my way along, holding on to the walls. My light barely illuminated the area in front of me. I would swear I heard a rattling sound from the open rafters overhead. This place was creepy. Ghosts didn’t scare me, but it would be all too easy to trip and break my neck.

	At a guess, I would say this library had been designed for a librarian to bring back books for important people, not for anyone to stay there and read. There weren’t even any chairs. I missed the bright, airy library at Silvan College. Even dodging the deadly wire traps and poisoned needles around the restricted section would be preferable. At least that library had windows.

	Finally, I found the room with a nameplate reading Necromancy over the shelves. I opened a cabinet to reveal buckets of scrolls.

	Unfortunately, I didn’t understand the organization system at all. There must have been one; I simply couldn’t see it. The books in Silvan College had titles on the spine. These scrolls had colors, but I didn’t know what they meant. There was probably a directory somewhere, but I refused to go all the way back to the desk. Instead, I had to open each scroll to see what was inside.

	Sitting on the ground, I read. I learned a great deal about the history of necromancy in Faan. The majority of necromancers could only raise animals and often worked as entertainers. Necromancers who could raise even one corpse were valued and recruited by the imperial court. Corpses made perfect incorruptible guards who could not speak secrets. They were also used for dangerous tasks such as mining.

	When available, necromancers summoned ghosts and turned them visible as witnesses in trials. Perfect! I could use the ritual to make Calum appear before my sisters and talk to them. I traced my finger along the symbols the necromancer drew around the ghost. I couldn’t memorize all of them. I copied them into my notebook the best I could.

	I opened up the next scroll, which started with an ink drawing of a massive dragon soaring over a forest. Either the artist had exaggerated, or Julong still had some growing to do. Julong had been large enough to wrap around my house, but this dragon was big enough to put his coils around the entire imperial palace and still have half his tail to spare.

	In both art and words, the story unfolded. The dragon burned down entire cities, carrying off piles of bloody treasure. Entire armies were slaughtered. The people of Faan fled, yet the dragon followed. When they dropped all their gold, he hunted them for sport. The grisly images showed children dangling between the dragon’s teeth.

	Half the kingdom had been burned to ashes. The people of Faan despaired. Those who could fled to other countries, while some unfortunates were trapped in the mountains. The drawings showed people hanging or stabbing themselves for a quicker death than the flames.

	Then a beautiful woman with phoenix eyes and a white robe appeared on the page. From the moment the dragon laid eyes on this treasure, he burned down her home, slaughtered her family, and carried her away. Instead of fearing him, she offered to make him emperor of Faan if he would stop his rampage. She promised that every last person and treasure in the country would belong to him. This woman, who the author assured me was as beautiful as a goddess and clever as a sage, offered to become the dragon’s mate.

	The dragon agreed and became the first Dragon Emperor. According to the scroll, at least, the first Dragon Emperor ruled wisely with compassion and justice and brought prosperity to the empire.

	Wait, that was it? This ending seemed very unsatisfying to me. What about all the dead children? What kind of happy marriage occurred over the dead bodies of the bride’s family? The dragon had never faced the slightest punishment. Why would such an evil being become a benevolent ruler? Perhaps it was supposed to be the power of true love, or perhaps the empress did all the ruling while her husband reclined on a pile of ill-gotten gold. The scroll didn’t make it clear.

	Of course, it was also possible the author had lied about the First Dragon Emperor being a good ruler. I would never expect a scroll in the imperial library to be unbiased about the royal family. But then why not lie about the dragon’s murderous rampage? Most royal families would have insisted that history glorify the conquest and add a few justifications. I had not gotten the impression this author liked the first emperor. At least not until the last page, when the evil tyrant magically became a good emperor.

	Although not the most important question, I had to wonder: why was a scroll about the history of the first dragon emperor in the necromancy section of the library?

	Rolling up the scroll, I mumbled to myself, “I’m jealous of dragons. Their magic is stronger than nearly any human’s, yet they pay no price.”

	“You shouldn’t believe that. All power has a price.” The low, angry growl came from a woman standing at the opening leading to this room. In the dim light of my relic, I could not make out her features, only that she had cobalt-blue hair and skin a shade of lighter blue. She wore a yellow silk robe with a dragon pattern. Pearls hung from her neck. A phoenix symbol rose from her elaborate gold and rubies headdress. Golden beads hung down like a veil. The crown told me who she must be.

	“Dowager Empress.” I bowed low.

	“Please, you may call me Bryleth. After all, you’re my son’s fiancé—if only temporarily.” Her voice was as beautiful as a songbird. Her name told me what I’d already guessed—she was an elf. Probably a sea elf, from her blue skin. I wondered if Julong had inherited his pointed ears from his mother or if all dragons had them. Dragons only had full-dragon children. That was how their species survived, given how rarely they reproduced and how often they married outsiders. At the least, Julong had gotten his blue eyes from her.

	I rose. “What did you mean about power having a price?”

	“No one would willingly become Emperor of Faan, or marry into the imperial family, if they understood the cost.” Deep bitterness filled her voice. She touched her neck, where she had a chain tattoo exactly like her son’s, except hers had faded.

	That was a very ominous statement and a very unusual tattoo to be common across the royal family. Hopefully, it shouldn’t be my problem, since I was leaving as soon as the ghost plague cleared up. I probed out of curiosity and some concern. “I got the impression from Julong that he fought to receive the crown.”

	“Braggart boy.” She snorted. “Dragons in our lineage fight not to become emperor. My son was his father’s only child and the heir. Numerous older dragons surrounded the palace and worked together to drag him to his coronation. They’ll be concerned to realize he has a marriage contract with a man—if Julong doesn’t reproduce, then their own children are at risk of the throne.”

	At risk? What a fascinating way of putting it. “Would you kindly tell me why the throne of this country is avoided? Besides the very uncomfortable backrest.”

	“Julong is my son. I do not intend to betray his secrets. I’m only here to give you a warning.” Bryleth hesitated, picking her words carefully. “Do you understand if Julong submits your marriage contract in the Hall of Dragons, he can turn it from an engagement into a marriage against your will? The dragons deliberately designed their contracts that way. They’ve tricked many people with temporary engagements.”

	I snorted. “Why does everyone keep expecting an emperor to marriage-trap me? As he said himself, he has more to offer here—and more to lose.” I wasn’t a blushing virgin, and I knew when someone wanted me. Julong seemed curious and amused by me but definitely not in love. I got the feeling I could talk him into a night together, but I wouldn’t expect to sleep in his bed. “Frankly, we barely know each other. I have a healthy level of self-confidence, but I don’t think I possess such a rare beauty that an emperor would fall in love at first sight.”

	“It’s a low-risk, high-cost situation for you. Being the target of a dragon’s interest is so dangerous that people around you are warning you about merely being in proximity to him. I wish I’d listened.” There was such deep pain in her voice, I nearly comforted her, but she stood rigid, and I did not think her pride would allow it.

	“I kept half the contract.”

	Her shoulders sagged with relief. “Good. Do not let him find out where you hid it.”

	“Although you claim not to oppose your son, you don’t seem to think he would be a good husband?”

	“He promised me he’d never marry anyone. I’m ensuring he keeps his promise.”

	Where I came from, mothers usually pushed their children to marry. Although the village blacksmith’s mother was so controlling, she would chase off every woman he brought home. I didn’t think the Dowager Empress was that sort of mother. Her eyes were rather cold when she spoke of her son. She didn’t give me the impression of a mother who thought no one was good enough for her baby. She seemed scared.

	“Thank you for the warning.” I dared to take her hand and kiss the back of it, like a courtier back home in Arahasnor would treat a queen.

	“If you’re grateful, then do not tell anyone that you saw me.”

	“Including your son?”

	“He knows.”

	I wanted to ask her more questions, but she inclined her head at me, then walked away without another word.

	What an odd conversation. Especially since Julong had told me that his mother was dead.


	Chapter Six

	A necromancer talking to a ghost would be nothing special, except the Dowager Empress had been alive. Normally, I could tell the difference with ease. My mistake with Julong had been an exception because of the rain not touching him and dragons being able to keep that massive lifeforce of theirs tamped down to avoid driving the rest of us blind. Also, I’d been distracted when I’d met him. That mistake had taught me caution. Just in case, I’d kissed her hand to confirm it. Her skin had been too warm and her mouth too articulate for a zombie. Bryleth was every bit as alive as me.

	Why would Julong bother to lie about that? Was it connected to the strange rumors around his father’s death?

	A fire of curiosity sparked inside of me. It was dangerous. I ought to focus on solving the mystery, collecting the money, and getting out.

	My knees hurt from the floor. I believed I’d gotten what information I could without assistance.

	At a stumbling pace, I made my way to the front of the library. I had to backtrack twice. I’d started to fear I’d gotten lost in this maze when I finally found the desk.

	Just as I opened the door, a tall woman swept down the hallway. She had a narrow face with a pointed chin. Her dark hair had been pulled into a high ponytail. She exuded a severeness I hadn’t seen since the college librarian caught me in the restricted section. Every part of her robe was pure white, including the embroidery. Wasn’t white the color of funerals in Faan?

	Flawlessly, she bowed to the ground before me. “I thought you might be here, Emperor-Consort Benoni. Have you finished your studies? His Imperial Majesty ordered me to take you to the ghosts in the jars.”

	“Are you the court necromancer?”

	“Such is my honor. My name is Min.”

	I suspected that a Faan necromancer all in white was as dramatic as if I went around wearing black eyeliner at home, but I kept that thought to myself. Her clothing looked exactly like the First Empress’s. Maybe the story had been filed under necromancy because a necromancer had been the lead character? It still seemed like a strange filing system. “Sorry, did you say you have ghosts in jars?”

	“Yes.” Without explaining, she turned around.

	We were off to a great start. Still, she remained my best source of information. Maybe I should turn on the charm. I hurried after her. “You have my apologies for intruding on your position.”

	“Your Imperial Majesty, you do not need to apologize to your humble servant.”

	She didn’t sound sarcastic. Perhaps she was just naturally severe? “Since you know more about the court than me, I would be grateful if you could answer a few questions. Is it true that Emperor Julong lost both his parents only years ago?”

	“Yes, to the sorrow of our nation. You should not speak of it in public.”

	Yet I tried to push a little harder. “Was it an unhappy marriage?”

	“Dragons can’t kill their own mates. If a mate dies, the dragon almost always follows. Do not believe the scurrilous rumors. The Dowager Empress died by her own hand, not her husband’s.”

	Whoa. I hadn’t even heard the rumors, but the marriage definitely hadn’t been good if it had led to people whispering that Julong’s father had killed his mother and Julong swearing off marriage forever. I did not intend to reveal to anyone that I’d seen the Dowager Empress alive. For one thing, I thought she’d warned me out of sincere concern. For another, I didn’t want to get involved in messed-up family drama. I merely wanted information and my money.

	“Thank you, you’ve prevented me from sticking my foot into my mouth.” I switched to my second goal. “I would like to get your advice on my brother’s ghost.”

	“Did you call me?” Calum popped up next to me.

	Min’s eyes widened. “Fascinating. Powerful magic fills this ghost. You must have a great gift.”

	Finally, someone appreciated my work instead of casting hurtful insults. “Min, this is my brother, Calum. Calum, meet the Royal Necromancer Min.”

	Min bowed, and Calum bowed more awkwardly in return.

	“Might I know more about this rare treasure?” Min asked. “I have never seen such a remarkable ghost in my entire life.”

	“Calum is a guardian ghost.”

	“What is that?” Min asked.

	“Err… truthfully, I hoped you could tell me.”

	“That is not one of our rituals.”

	I tried another pressing question. “How do you typically handle the price of our gift?”

	“The decay heals over time. Of course, I use my power sparingly, for the good of the court. In Faan, we utilize corpses as labor in dangerous jobs. It is not common, since I can only raise one corpse at a time. I also banish ghosts. However, there are currently too many for my body to handle, so I will rely on you, who can draw on Emperor Julong’s power.”

	I frowned. “It never cost me any power to banish ghosts.”

	Min raised an eyebrow. “You obtained the ghosts’ consent first in the throne room? Then it would not decay your body. The ghosts are essentially leaving on their own. You merely help them. It’s like how seeing ghosts alone does not require you to pay a price.”

	That made sense. My sister’s bodyguard Alzira could sense metal, but her price only activated when she tried to manipulate it. “My brother seems to perpetually drain me by existing. Is there a way around our price?”

	“There is no way around any magical price. You can only wait to recover. If he perpetually costs you power, that could be an issue.”

	No wonder the guardian ritual had been considered a failure. “Has a dragon emperor or empress ever married a necromancer before?” I was wondering about the First Empress. “It seems like such a convenient power source and a cure to all our problems.”

	Min snorted. “Our kind doesn’t last long if we’re stupid. Those necromancers who mess with forces beyond mortal control, like dragons, rarely even survive puberty.”

	Why did people keep dropping ominous hints about my engagement? “Would you please explain that statement?”

	Her cheeks flushed. “I sincerely apologize for my disrespect, Emperor-Consort Benoni. I heard this was only a temporary contract.”

	“Yes, you heard correctly, but I’m still very curious.”

	“I do not gossip about the imperial family.” Her lips flattened. I knew I’d get nothing more from her. Pressing would make her less likely to answer my other questions.

	Calum asked, “What about returning me to an ordinary ghost?”

	“That would be a criminal waste.” Min sounded sincerely upset. “Still, rituals can be undone. I will order the Imperial Library to set aside books on the topic for you.”

	“Thank you. I tried to find the books on my own, and it was difficult.”

	Calum bounced. “How about eating? Can I eat?”

	“Of course you can’t eat.” I sighed.

	Min said, “Actually, in Faan, we have rituals to offer food to ghosts.”

	That would teach me to make assumptions. “I’d love to read books on those as well. Could you ask the librarians to copy the books that allow ghosts to appear to non-necromancers, too?”

	“As soon as the librarians return to duty, I will arrange copies for you of all the relevant texts. His Imperial Majesty has ordered me to be entirely at your service.”

	Calum and I exchanged excited looks.

	Min guided us to a bronze door. “The ghosts are in here.”

	Shelves completely filled the wooden room, reaching all the way to the ceiling. The air smelled chokingly vile. The clay jars were identical: a flat base, a round middle, and a curved lid. Each had grinning imps engraved on the sides. Papers with a star symbol sealed the tops.

	I could feel the ghosts but not see them. As many as there were jars… Oh, no. I swallowed. “Are ghosts trapped in those jars?”

	“Yes, of course,” Min said.

	Monstruous! I didn’t fancy myself a heroic person, but I still had my moral limits. “How could you trap people in such tiny spaces? You left them alone in the darkness. Are you insane?”

	Min looked at me as if I was the insane one. “They were ripping apart the royal palace.”

	“Because no one was listening to them.”

	“You don’t understand. These are the most vile and dangerous ghosts, who I’ve been unable to banish.”

	I stormed past her and ripped the paper off the first jar.

	A blackened shadow poured out, no longer humanoid, merely a mass of fury.

	“There, there, you’re safe now.” I petted the nebulous mass. The ghost reeked of grave dirt and blood. It tried to crawl into my ear. Attempting to possess me after I rescued it? Rude, but I would forgive the insult since this poor person had clearly been driven mad by solitary confinement.

	The ghost made a confused rumble, then attempted to go after Min next. Although I wasn’t too happy with Min at the moment, I still held the ghost in place with my glare. Distantly, I heard the sound of Calum thud as he hit the floor in a faint.

	“A mad spirit is loose! Run!” Min shrieked.

	“You can leave. I’m busy,” I said without looking.

	Min wrapped an arm around my neck and tried to drag me out of the room. I choked, losing my grip on the ghost.

	“Hands off my brother!” Calum wrenched Min’s hand off me. He could touch her?!

	“All of us need to calm down.” I clapped. “You, behave.”

	A pair of white eyes swirled in the dark mass. The ghost saw Calum, squeaked, then hid behind its own jar.

	I turned to Min. “Perhaps I acted overly rashly and made you feel in danger. However, I assure you, I can control every ghost in this room if necessary. I still think you were wrong to lock them up like this.”

	Min dusted her sleeves. “Your Imperial Majesty, please consider that other necromancers are not as strong as you. If I’d attempted what you just did, I would be possessed right now. It would lack dignity if I ran around the palace, stabbing people with my hairpin. I did my best with my more-limited gift to protect this palace.”

	She did make a good point. I nodded. “I will withdraw my judgment.” I turned to Calum. “How did you grab a person besides me? And what are you carrying?”

	“I don’t know.” He looked at his own hand holding a scythe. “As soon as she attacked you, I felt a surge of power. Then this weapon appeared.”

	“Fascinating,” Min murmured. “You possess the ability of a protector.”

	In other words, Calum could probably only interfere with the mortal world in order to protect me. “Try swinging the weapon at the wall.”

	Calum swung the scythe down. It rattled the air, blazing blue sparks. The ghost behind the jar whimpered. But nothing happened.

	Min said, “I could hit you again and see if he can touch me with the weapon.”

	“Bad idea,” I said. “That looks like possibly one of those magic weapons that kills with a touch. Don’t risk it.”

	“I love this.” Calum clutched the handle. “I’m going to name it the Annihilator. Hey!” The scythe vanished.

	“We can experiment more later.” I knelt down to be eye level with the ghost. “My name is Benoni. What’s your name?”

	The shadows pushed back to reveal a pockmarked teenage face. “Boquin.”

	“Why have you lingered in the mortal world?”

	“I want to live again! Even if I have to take someone else’s body!”

	This was a less-sympathetic motive than usual, and I’d had a long day appeasing ghosts, so I spoke bluntly. “You can’t. You’re dead. Even if you seized a body, it would rot away. I’ve seen ghosts try, and over extended periods of time, two souls in one body drives them mad.”

	Boquin burst into tears, sounding more like a little boy than a teenager.

	“Is there anything I can do to make your passage easier? Any last messages I can deliver?”

	He sniffled. “I want to eat meat buns.”

	I looked up at Min. “Didn’t you say you could offer food to ghosts?”

	“Truly fascinating,” Min murmured, gazing at me with an unreadable expression. “You might be the… Come with me.”

	Min showed me how to offer food to ghosts on an altar. We had Calum wait outside the room because his presence seemed to upset ghosts. Boquin floated through the food, seeming to enjoy it. Like the others, he did not know anything besides that he’d felt drawn to the palace. He asked me to deliver a message to his mother, and vanished to the next life on his own.

	Looking at all the jars, I exhaled sharply. This would be a long day.

	The next jar contained a giant wolf with drool dripping from teeth as long as dinner knives. Dozens of wounds covered its body. It pawed the tiled floor.

	“You poor puppy,” I crooned. “Who did this to such a cutie?”

	Calum poked his head through the wall. “That thing is scary. Why are neither of you two scared?”

	The wolf howled.

	Min said, “I’m doing my job.”

	I shrugged. “Why would dead creatures be scary? It would be terrifying to have a living wolf attack me. This one isn’t even substantial.”

	The wolf hung its head as if my words had embarrassed it.

	Calum floated closer. “For what it’s worth, I think you’re terrifying. That creepy way you smile like your teeth are too big for your jaw and your mouth rips back? It’s the stuff of nightmares.”

	The wolf stood straighter, tail wagging. It darted around Calum, nuzzling him. Calum even petted the pelt around the injuries.

	I wiped a tear from my eye. “I think my brother is finally getting over his fear of ghosts. It’s beautiful.”

	Min looked at me sideways. “Your brother is a ghost.”

	“Yes, that’s why we need to treat his phobia quickly.” Truly, canines solved all the world’s problems.

	With some petting, the wolf shrank down to a small brown terrier.

	“Aw!” Calum’s eyes lit up. He gave the dog a belly rub. “Who’s the most adorable undead abomination? Yes, you!”

	Eventually, I cleared my throat until he stepped away.

	When I touched the dog’s head, I felt his memories and learned he’d been beaten to death by a gang of men. Although the dog might not understand, I took down descriptions and locations in my notebook. I vowed to get revenge. I didn’t think the dog ever wanted revenge, though. The dog wanted to be loved. When it felt my sorrow and affection, it vanished on its own, content.

	I opened a jar containing a rotund man with a pencil moustache. “I can’t pass over without being married.”

	This was new to me, but Min muttered, “Another marriage-seeking ghost?” She pointed at a jar on the top shelf. “There’s a young lady inside who also refused to depart the mortal coil unwed. And if she’s not to your taste, I run into ghosts like that at least once every few weeks.”

	After I opened up the second jar, the two ghosts declared it to be love at first haunting. Min promised to arrange a ghost wedding, which apparently was a regular part of her job.

	The two ghosts got frisky and couldn’t keep their hands off each other, so I kicked them out with a promise for them to return the next day for the wedding ceremony.

	“Personally, I think people obsess over marriage too much,” I said. As for me, I could take it or leave it.

	Min snorted. “It’s often a code word for I don’t want to die a virgin.”

	“But they’re already dead?”

	“Don’t mess it up for them. I give it fifty-fifty odds if they actually bother to return for the wedding or if the deed satisfies them enough to pass on.”

	That was about as much as I wanted to hear about ghost sex. I opened the next jar.

	The ghost inside was confused about being dead, so I sorted that one out. Several dozen jars all contained easy ghosts. I was unprepared for the last jar on this particular shelf.

	The woman inside was in shocking condition, bruises all over her and her robes ripped. Her eyes were red and swollen from weeping, but her gaze burned with hatred. Fingerprints stood out on her neck. As soon as I saw the line of blood dripping down her leg, I had a bad feeling I knew the lingering resentment of this particular ghost.

	Behind me, Calum made a choked gasp. He wasn’t used to this like me. I’d seen many pitiful cases before. My anger never went away. I’d learned to keep it contained and focus on the victim.

	Eyes on me, she hissed, “Lord Judge, I beg for justice.”

	“You don’t need to beg. It would be my pleasure. Do you want to go through court or do you want to do it yourself?”

	“Myself!” The darkness rolled off her in waves.

	“Please take my hand.” I held it out.

	Her hand went through mine, and I saw through her eyes. Such a short and sad life. A girl who grew up without parents and begged on the streets. A job offer to sweep floors at the tavern and turn her life around. A drunk man who’d accosted her after closing and strangled her in a panic upon seeing what he’d done. I did not pry too closely into the details. I did not want to see. That I could sense her agony was enough to confirm her right to revenge.

	There had been so little joy in that life. The girl who no one had cared about had been buried in an unmarked grave, and her murder had barely been investigated.

	I pressed my power into her, drawing on that bright and draconic flow. “You’ll be able to touch him now. That should be enough to kill one human. Make him suffer.”

	With a howl, she shot up through the ceiling.

	Min stared at me. “Did you just allow a ghost to kill a human?”

	“Who clearly had it coming,” Calum snapped.

	“We’re necromancers,” Min said. “Our job is to protect the living. What if she was lying?”

	I leaned over and whispered to Calum, “A woman comes back from the dead for revenge and still can’t be believed?” He nodded, scowling. To Min, I said, “I checked her memories first, of course. I’m not stupid.”

	“You did it so easily. Remarkable.” She shook her head. “But you could have gathered evidence for a trial.”

	“I could have. That wasn’t what she wanted. And I’ve never believed my duty was to protect the living.” I shrugged. “The living have many champions. The dead have only me.”

	I liked ghosts more than I liked my fellow villagers. In their raw primal form, spirits were usually stripped of prejudices about my skin color or who I loved. Ghosts were simple creatures who just wanted to murder whoever had killed them. We got along.

	Min’s upset frown confused me. Hadn’t I done the right thing this time? Other people’s morals could be strange and complicated. I glanced at Calum. He was on my side. If he thought I was in the right, then I believed him.

	My stomach growled. Min sighed. “It’s not my place to question how you handle business, Emperor-Consort. Truthfully, I understand how you feel. I will arrange for dinner. You can attend to the rest of the ghosts tomorrow.”

	I hated to leave them like that. But the ones I’d awoken had seemed to have gone into a sleep in the jars, so they weren’t actively suffering. I wouldn’t be able to appease so many ghosts at once. Still, I’d gotten through one shelf and hoped to finish off the entire room tomorrow.

	Min brought me an excellent stir-fry. We ate at the kitchen table. She apologized for the simple fare, saying not all the kitchen staff had returned yet. It tasted delicious to me. The two of us chatted about our experiences as necromancers. Calum got bored of the conversation and went off to explore. Min took my notebook, with promises to follow up on my missions of justice.

	“Shall I take you back to your room?” Min asked.

	“I can do that.” Julong spoke from the doorway.

	“Your Imperial Majesty!” Min dropped to the floor. She had more awe for him than for me, judging from how her head remained down.

	Julong offered me his arm. “Walk with me, my fiancé?”

	I accepted. We strolled out of the room. “You look tired.” Perhaps that had been undiplomatic. He had bags under his eyes, though.

	He chuckled. “So do you. You’ve made remarkable progress cleaning up the ghosts from the palace. At this rate, I’ll give you a bonus.”

	That was music to my ears. “Unfortunately, none of the ghosts know what caused this disruption. Can you think of anyone who would want to destabilize your regime?”

	“Fewer local people than you might think. No one wants my job.”

	“I’d gotten that impression.” I cast him a curious glance.

	“I’m considering the possibility of foreign powers. If I guided you around the palace, could you find the source of the breach?”

	“I’ve already been trying, but I swear it feels as if it’s moving around. Or perhaps veiled from my vision. Or both.” I frowned. “That increases the odds this was done on purpose.”

	“It could have been an accident?”

	“Yes, a large number of deaths in one place serves as a ghost magnet.”

	Julong opened an oak door. “If this room does not please you, then you may have another.”

	Long scrolls inked with landscapes hung from the yellow walls. A small rectangular table held a vase of fresh flowers and a crystal clock. The bed was nestled into a nook in the wall, with a gold coverlet and blue curtains. I expected the golden designs on the ceiling were worth more than anything in my bedroom back home. It smelled too clean to be lived in, like a museum.

	Julong said, “A larger room could be provided, but a small one was easier to clean on short notice.”

	“This will be perfect.” I set my sack down next to the bed. “Is the court going to spread rumors because we’re sleeping so far apart?”

	His lips quirked. I always had fun when I could make him smile. “My court has scattered like ducks before an exuberant dog. Besides, we’re only engaged.”

	He’d given me the perfect moment to ask if people in his parts didn’t take their fiancés for a test ride. But I didn’t. Getting multiple mysterious and dire warnings over the course of one day had made me cautious.

	Those full lips, though. So damn kissable.

	The moment passed when my new attendants bustled into my room and Julong left. They helped me undress, fortunate because this expensive robe was unfamiliar to me. I’d brought along a nightshirt, but they provided me with a far-softer gown. Wearing such heavy clothing all day had left me exhausted. I closed my eyes and let them push me around.

	When they left, they blew out the candle. In the darkness, I noticed my bag was sitting closer to the bed than I’d left it.

	I pulled the bag over. Mostly, everything looked the same, but one buckle had not been fastened.

	A sour feeling settled in my stomach. Now I regretted closing my eyes around my attendants. I could have accused them and demanded justice. But nothing was missing from the bag. Furthermore, my fake fiancé had picked out these men to look after me. If they’d searched my bag, it had most likely been on his orders. I did not want to watch a ridiculous play where he punished them for following his commands in order to appease me. I blamed the servants far less. They didn’t have an easy way to refuse.

	It wasn’t completely unreasonable for Julong to search my bag. I was a foreigner undertaking labors of national importance and privy to imperial secrets. It could have merely been a precaution. Still, I felt glad that I’d stored the contract in Desolation’s secret hiding place.

	I might even need to thank my brother for arranging for me to keep a page of the contract in the first place.


	Chapter Seven

	The next morning, I requested the attendants dress me in a less elaborate robe. It didn’t seem like court would be returning to session right away, and I didn’t need to walk around in such heavy clothing to banish ghosts. They demurred. I suggested I could wear my burlap britches. This threat convinced them to find a simpler wine-red robe with golden embroidery running down the collar and sleeves.

	I spent the entire morning appeasing ghosts in jars with Min. Midway through, the orcs dragged in half a dozen ghostly prisoners they’d corralled from around the palace. I’d started to feel as if I was trying to patch up a leaky dike with my fingers. Whenever I got rid of ghosts, more appeared.

	We took a break for lunch at a table in the kitchen. As I ate dumplings, I noticed a few people peering at me from the doorway. They vanished when I looked in their direction. I wondered what rumors must be spreading about me.

	Calum stared at a pork dumpling, salivating. “I can almost taste it through the smell.”

	“We should be able to do better than that.” I inclined my head at Min, who entered holding a wooden altar decorated with red cloth.

	She set it down on the table. “Try it as I taught you.”

	I placed four plates of dumplings on the altar. “I offer this to my late brother, who died as he lived—creating problems for me.” There was more to it than that—Min had already helped me create the flickering magic infusing the wood.

	“You say that, but you always used to hide behind me when bullies picked on you.” Calum grabbed a dumpling. “Hot! But I don’t care!” He shoved it into his mouth. Still chewing, he moaned. “So good.”

	Min gaped. I asked, “Is that not normally how it works?”

	“The ghosts don’t touch the food.” She shook her head. “They float through it in order to taste it.”

	“Let’s try it the normal way.” I cupped my hands to my mouth and cried, “Squad, assemble!”

	The orcs appeared around the table. “What’s the trouble this time, Lord Necromancer?” Desolation asked.

	“No trouble. I brought you food. You can taste it by floating through it.”

	She cast a skeptical eye at me, then stuck her head through the altar, around the plate. A choked sound came from her. It took me a moment to realize the indomitable Captain Desolation was sobbing. “I haven’t tasted food in so long…” she whispered.

	Bloodlust and Toesmiter pounced on their plates, making satisfied noises. They definitely did not touch the food; how interesting. We could still eat the dumplings after the ghosts, but all flavor went out of them. According to Min, the food the ghosts “consumed” would lose nutritional content, too.

	It felt good to finally be able to give back to my friends. Usually, they were helping me. I told Min, “Please ask the cooks to make more dumplings.”

	Twenty plates of dumplings later, it turned out even ghosts could become full. Who knew it? The orcs collapsed with bloated bellies while I returned to work.
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	When I’d finished clearing the entire storage room, I decided it was time to take a break. By this point, more ghosts had probably invaded the palace, but the orcs were in a food coma and not bringing them to me. It was my one chance to sneak off to the library before the flood started again.

	The staff had returned today, or at least one severe old man who looked like no ghost could intimidate him. He gave me copies of the scrolls Min had requested on my behalf. When I made pleading eyes, he even reluctantly grumbled that as Emperor-Consort, I should be allowed into the reading room. Using the brass key around his neck, he opened the door. The room contained a sofa with a straw mat and a round window with lattice bars overlooking the gardens.

	Settling down, I started reading. Faan had a truly impressive number of necromantic rituals, and the books weren’t stained with blood and ashes, either. My local rituals had been pieced together by madmen on the run, and I’d always suspected so many skulls weren’t necessary. Faan’s library confirmed my thoughts. Furthermore, most symbols could be inscribed with regular old ink, not blood.

	Unfortunately, I did not find anything remotely similar to the strange ritual I’d used to empower Calum. In the cases where necromancers stopped a ghost from draining someone, they always banished the ghost, which I wanted to avoid. There was no magic cure to the decay. Some necromancers claimed that prune juice helped.

	I hadn’t expected it to be easy. Calum was no ordinary ghost, and that kind of power always had a price. I didn’t necessarily want him to be an ordinary ghost, either. If possible, I wanted to find a new power source after Julong ended our contract.

	That should be the focus of my next search through the library. I rolled up my scroll.

	“Rumor on the street has it that you’re the new necromancer in town.” The woman speaking was unmistakably a ghost, because she had decided to sit on the lantern hanging from the ceiling. It was a very large lantern and she was a very small woman, but even so, it couldn’t have held her weight if she’d been alive. She had round rosy cheeks and blue eyes with thick lashes. Straight blond hair fell down her white dress. She wore no shoes. “It’s nice to meet a fellow native of Arahasnor and the Necromancer Known as the Gatekeeper.”

	Looking up, I asked, “Do people call me that? Did you come here to request my help passing along?”

	“Heavens, no. I refuse to leave this plane until I take my revenge on Dark Lord Chingis.”

	I hesitated, unsure how to break the news. “He’s dead. He did resurrect for a while, but he definitely died the second time. My sister had him buried in twenty different pieces spread around the country to be sure of it.”

	“I know.” She hopped down from the ceiling and landed in front of me. A mischievous grin crossed her face. “I rejoiced to hear of him brought low by a fellow Holy Maiden, but that does make my revenge rather difficult. I suppose the world will be stuck with me. I’d love to shake the hand of the brother of the woman who took down Chingis, but you see, it’s impossible.” She waved her hand through the sofa arm.

	“A Holy Maiden?” I thought I’d seen a face like hers in history books, though the artists had removed her freckles. “Are you Holy Maiden Sarra?”

	“What a delight that history still remembers me.” She curtsied. “What a shame that my tale only gets told alongside that man.”

	Historically, Dark Lord Chingis had kidnapped Holy Maiden Sarra. Some stories told it as a tragic doomed love story. Others played it as a hideous rape by a monster. Either way, I knew from my sister that the tale ended with Sarra having her heart ripped out in a necromantic ritual.

	Putting on my empathizing-with-ghosts voice, I said, “I’m very sorry for what happened to you.”

	“Eh, it wasn’t either as romantic or horrible as the playwrights tried to make it. Just a sad story about a foolish woman.” She sighed. “Unfortunately, I did run off with Chingis willingly. I’d been locked up in a tower and forced to heal against my will even as it drained me of my lifeforce. He claimed he could save my life. Being locked up in a tower by the church, I hadn’t heard all the bad rumors about him. He didn’t rape me—although it wouldn’t have made much difference, since his dick was so tiny, I couldn’t even feel him inside of me.”

	I gasped. “Savage! What did he do to you?”

	Sarra stared flatly. “Told me he loved me, then strangled me, stabbed me, and watched as the light went out of my eyes.”

	“Your rage is justified, carry on.”

	“He couldn’t have found the clitoris with a compass, a map, and magical gift of finding. I’d be mad about him never going down on me, except nothing but shit ever came out of his mouth. As he was murdering me, he told me to calm down. Now, never once in history has a woman calmed down because a man told her to, but he said this AS HE WAS KILLING ME.”

	“Preach, sister.” There’s a certain camaraderie among both men and women attracted to the hot messes that are men.

	Sarra put her hands on her hips. “He claimed to be a military genius, but his only strategy was to throw superior numbers of zombies at the enemy.”

	“I know nothing about military history but I believe you.”

	“Dairy made him fart, but he wouldn’t admit it. He’d always blame the zombies in the room for the smell, even though we all heard him toot. He was comically bad at torturing people. He killed them by accident in the first hour, then pretended he’d meant to do it so he could bring them back as zombies. Once, he ripped out a general’s tongue, then kept torturing him for the rest of the day, like he hadn’t figured out someone couldn’t talk without a tongue. And he always said eviscerated when he meant beheaded. Um, you didn’t put in the extra work to rip out the internal organs, so shut up.”

	I shook my head. “Truly, a man who ought to apologize to trees for wasting oxygen.”

	“Do you think you could put everything I just said in a play? It would help me feel avenged.”

	“I’ll tell my older sister. She’d be eager to immortalize all the dirt about the man she hates.” I found myself wanting to help Sarra feel better about her afterlife. She reminded me of Ysabel—or, at least, the cheeky Ysabel who Bora and Calum had told me stories about.

	Sarra’s face lit up in a huge grin. “Thank you. For the brother of a fellow Holy Maiden, I came here to deliver a warning. Have you ever noticed you’re not like other necromancers?”

	“I’ve only met one other necromancer, and only yesterday.”

	“Then you haven’t realized.” She shook her head. “There’s one necromancer born every generation known as The Necromancer. The One Known as the Gatekeeper. The True Master of Life and Death. The Final Judge and Savior of the Forsaken. Did you get your powers at the same time that Chingis, or Jiang as he called himself at the time, died?”

	I had been about to ask her if she was flattering me as part of a scam, but that last bit caught my attention. “Yes, actually.”

	“Then you were chosen as the heir to his rare power. There has not been another one in a very long time, because my asshole ex clung to life too long and hogged the title. People have forgotten what you are.”

	“What am I?”

	“I’m not entirely sure. Chingis bragged a lot, but he was tightlipped about the important stuff. He thought it meant he was destined to rule the world, but see how that turned out for him. He was shit at the judge part of his job, too, among many other flaws. It means you’re stronger, and ghosts see you as a leader. You’d best keep it a secret, or too many people would want to either use you or kill you before you could become the next dark lord. In particular, whoever created this breach between life and death might realize you could be the perfect sacrifice to make the gap permanent.”

	“Thank you for the warning.” I’d known this job was too cushy to be true. Everything in my life had been a fight, why should this be different? It wouldn’t stop me.

	“Here’s another one: the hot assholes aren’t worth it. Take it from someone with bitter personal experience.”

	“Do you mean Julong? He doesn’t seem like an asshole to me, even if he has a bit of an imperial ego. He’s been fair with me so far. Why does everyone keep warning me about him?”

	Before I’d finished speaking, she’d already faded away. I’d had more questions to ask. Damn ghosts and their love for dramatic exits.
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	After a light snack and a bathroom break, Min took me to the imperial gardens, where half a dozen leaf monkey ghosts had wrecked the gazebo. Afterward, she said she thought we’d gotten all the ghosts in the palace. For now, at least. As long as something continued to draw specters to this site, there would always be more tomorrow.

	I remained sitting in the gardens, watching as the sun slowly started to set. Probably I should get dinner, but I felt too tired to move from this spot. The sorrows of so many ghosts weighed on me. Sometimes, I had to create an emotional distance just to stay sane. I didn’t know if I’d started out with low empathy or if my gift had forced me to close myself off. Even if I felt guilty for not feeling guiltier, I’d never be able to help the ghosts if I didn’t separate myself from their sorrow sometimes.

	Calum walked across the stone bridge. He still interacted with the world like a living human. I wondered when he’d grow out of that. Stopping in front of the gazebo, he said, “Thank you for figuring out how I could eat.”

	“I was happy to help. How does it feel to be a ghost with a full stomach?”

	He tilted his head, considering. “I don’t feel full. But I think it might have given me more power.”

	“Huh, interesting. What kind of power?”

	“As if I could touch the world.” He punched the pillar of the gazebo. His fist went through. “Never mind.”

	I laughed.

	“Good to see you smiling. You had a rough day. You’re really earning those aracoins. Come on, I found dinner for you.”

	I stood up. “That does sound good.” As soon as I moved, my body remembered feeling hungry.

	With a guide, I didn’t pay attention to where I went in the palace. I simply let my feet follow him to a wooden door rounded at the top. As I turned the door knob, Calum giggled. “Good luck,” he said with a slap on my back shoving me into the room. Then he vanished.

	Emperor Julong sat in front of a round black walnut table with four curved chairs. Potted palm trees rested in each corner. The walls contained panels showing roaring tigers and alight phoenixes. The red tassels hanging from the gas lamps swayed slightly. A chicken wing dangled from Julong’s fingers. From the Dragon Emperor’s astonished expression, he had not expected or invited me.

	My brother had set me up. I groaned, wishing he wasn’t the only ghost I lacked the power to command. Although Calum was only trying to help out in his effusive-puppy way. Under other circumstances, I might have been interested in seeing if my temporary fiancé wanted to consummate our fake arrangement, but not after yet another person warned me away today.

	The selfish thought had crossed my mind that making this bond permanent would solve my problem. Dragon magic and an extended lifespan would be great too. But I had a brother-in-law who handed out longevity-related gifts and magical powers as presents, so I had other options. Until I got to the bottom of the cryptic threats, I would stay away. This was partly on me—I should have told Calum about the ominous warnings.

	Attempting to play the dumb foreigner, I said, “I’m sorry; I got lost in the palace. I was looking for the kitchen. I didn’t mean to intrude.”

	“I have plenty of food to share.” Julong sounded in a good mood. “You’ve earned it.” He waved his hand across the table, which held a feast of breaded chicken, pork belly, shrimp, and an entire roasted duck.

	It did smell delicious. “Thank you.” Should I call him by his first name or Your Imperial Majesty? I avoided it by not calling him anything as I sat. “You only have meat.”

	“Dragons are obligate carnivores. If you want vegetables, I can ask someone to bring them.”

	“No need to go to the trouble.” All the empty places had plates in front. I added chicken to mine. “That means you get sick if you eat vegetables?”

	“Ill and I might bring lightning down on the palace.” Julong ate elegantly, with no sign of food in his mouth yet demolishing the duck at a high speed with his chopsticks.

	I didn’t bother trying to use chopsticks. Though it was difficult chasing the chicken around my plate with a spoon, each scrumptious bite was worthy of an emperor. “That must have been a challenge between your mother and father.” Most sea elves were vegetarians, though not always, so perhaps I shouldn’t have made assumptions. Since Bryleth had faked her death, that didn’t seem like a good relationship, but I had not intended to pry into his personal life. I had enough secrets to respect other people’s.

	“Many things about their marriage proved challenging.” Julong raised an eyebrow. “You make it sound as if you met her. I suppose I know why she sought you out.” He closed his eyes briefly. “She needn’t have bothered. I promised her that I would never marry, and I meant it.”

	There seemed no point in denying it. He already knew the Dowager Empress lived. I believed in being straightforward. “Is there a reason why everyone keeps warning me off you?”

	“Flame and claw, have they been? Half the palace wants to marry me off, and the other half thinks I’m going to abduct a princess like those idiot Western dragons.” He sighed deeply. “My parents had a deeply unhappy marriage.”

	“It must have been bad, for you to have sworn off matrimony.”

	“Dragons can only mate once. After we take a spouse, we are never unfaithful. If our mates die, usually we die. We also only love once. Even if we come to hate our mates, we still love them, too. Our love never ends. We need to be very, very careful about who we marry, because no mortal divorce can unwind the bond. We don’t have destined soulmates, no matter what some romantic stories claim. But we only marry for love, because it would be dangerous to hand such power over to someone in a political alliance, and because it would be disastrous if the dragon fell in love with someone different afterward. Frankly, I do not think it a good idea for a dragon to ever marry.”

	“I see your point. But that sounds more a disadvantage for the dragon than the spouse.”

	“History would agree. Love is the most common cause of death for dragons, and our mortal spouses have no difficulties outliving us. Unless we order them buried alive in our tombs, which the First Empress put a stop to. People in the palace are basing their fears on their own personal experience. My father did not explain the heaviness of his love to my mother. Later, when she wanted to leave, he used his power to prevent her and imprison her.” Julong stared off into nothing. Bluntly, he said, “It was an abusive relationship.”

	“I’m sorry. That must have been horrible for you.”

	“For me?” He looked over. “Most people would say it was horrible for my mother.”

	“Her, too, of course,” I stammered. “I had an abusive father, so I can understand how you must have felt better than most. In my case, my mother was abusive too, so I thought of your pain first.”

	“No one has ever felt sorry for me before.” His tone made it difficult to tell how he felt about it besides surprised. “Plenty of the palace pitied my mother, but none could stand up to my father. Dragons and elves live longer than humans, so people have been watching the royal drama play out for generations. I’m not surprised you’ve gotten warnings.”

	“People assume you’ll be like your father? That’s not fair.”

	“Dragon relationships frequently go sour.” He stabbed into his duck as if for emphasis. “It takes a rare love to survive so long. It requires two people who understand each other, accept each other, are willing to put in the work to keep their love alive, and, perhaps most importantly, a mate who is loyal to an insane degree beyond most non-dragons. That, or it requires a mortal who the dragon can break down into a compliant doll who won’t cause trouble.”

	I shuddered.

	He noticed. “You have absolutely nothing to fear from me. Even leaving aside that we have a fake contract, I have decided to never fall in love. I have a policy of never sleeping with the same person twice, to be certain of it. Trapping someone in marriage appeals to me even less than love. I have no interest in obedient people.”

	I felt a little offended he’d possibly been subtly warning me off expecting anything. Still, I appreciated his honesty and believed him about not being interested in trapping me—or anyone else. If he’d been the one to search my luggage, it had only been a precaution or because he wanted the contract for his own safety.

	“Thank you for being straight with me. I won’t let the rumors disturb me any further.” Talking and eating had made me thirsty. I reached for the porcelain pitcher.

	“Dragon wine will make you vomit.” Julong placed a hand on top of mine. Then he stopped, the touch so light, I could barely feel his body heat and the crackling energy under his skin. “Actually, for as long as the contract between us lasts, you’ll be fine. Would you like to be one of the rare humans to taste this delicacy?”

	“That sounds like a challenge.” I grinned. “I accept.”

	Taking the pitcher from me, he poured a cup of purple liquid.

	“Here’s to a successful job.” I raised my glass, then belatedly realized it was a Western tradition. Still, he knew to clink glasses with me. I drank deeply. At first it tasted far sweeter than ordinary wine. Then it roared down my throat like fire, burning all other sensation away. “Oh!” I massaged my throat, half-expecting to feel burns, but it did not hurt. “That was interesting.”

	Julong swirled his glass. “You are an amazing and talented necromancer. Everyone else I hired ran away after an hour. You’ve cleared the palace in two days.”

	Remembering Sarra’s warnings, I decided to downplay my talents. “I fear they will continue to return until I find the source of the breach. I’m not the strongest necromancer; I simply use different methods. It takes less energy to banish a ghost who is willing to pass along.”

	“Ah, yes, Min expressed concerns about you empowering ghosts to take revenge. I told her that you have my permission to continue. Right now, I need the ghosts gone more than I need subjects. Besides, you’re saving me the cost of a trial.”

	What a cold-blooded reason. “The ghosts are your subjects, too.”

	Julong stared at me. “Ghosts don’t pay taxes.”

	“Do you only care about humans who give you money?” 

	“Yes.”

	What a stupid question to ask of a dragon. I snorted. “I suppose I shouldn’t judge. My morals are considered strange too. I don’t think the living should automatically have priority over the dead. Both are people. In death, we’re all equal. An emperor’s ghost is no stronger than a beggar’s.”

	“What an interesting perspective. I should be insulted, yet I find your sincerity charming.” Julong reached across the table and playfully dabbed a drop of sauce off my chin with a napkin. His eyes caught mine, the blue depths swirling. Something vulnerable lurked in his eyes before the imperial mask went on again.

	I tried not to blush. The place where he’d touched me felt warm. He was looking at my lips. I couldn’t help but return the favor. In the hazy light, his lips were tempting as a plum. I had the strong sensation that if I leaned in, we would kiss. Then we might have that only one night together that he allowed.

	I was tempted. It would be an experience to be able to say I’d slept with a dragon. Then I could head back to my own country and avoid any draconic drama.

	One finger barely touching my hair, he murmured, “Your curls are beautiful. Without a doubt, you are the most unusual person I’ve ever met.”

	It doused my ardor like a bucket of ice water. No doubt Julong had meant it as a compliment. But he was eyeing me like a curiosity again, a toy only good enough to keep him entertained for one night. He’d never once looked at me like an equal, even when he did find me attractive. Some people would tolerate that, but I had my bottom line.

	Besides, the world was full of handsome men whose own mothers hadn’t warned me off them. If my pride didn’t stop me, then I should at least obey my common sense.

	Standing up, I said, “I’m sure many dragons must envy how easily humans can find love. For what it’s worth, I envy your flying abilities even more than the imperial power. Life is full of tradeoffs.”

	His stunned expression turned his handsome face goofy. He hadn’t expected there was any chance I’d reject him. What a cocky dragon. I rather liked turning him into my amusement for a change of pace. Though I had the courtesy not to let it show on my face.

	I turned and walked away without another word.
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	That night, I fell into a deep sleep. I didn’t know if the voice whispering in my ear came from a dream or a ghost, but for some reason, she reminded me of my oldest sister.

	“The breach has opened again. Can you feel it?”

	I sat up. In the darkness, I could see nothing. But I felt, clearly, the tug of necromantic energy.

	Dream or not, the voice had been right. The barrier between life and death had opened again. This was my chance to find the source.

	If I failed, we’d be flooded with ghosts again.


	Chapter Eight

	My bedroom table had a sun-shaped relic like the ones in the library. As soon as I touched it, the metal surface lit up. In the faint light, I had no confidence in my ability to dress in a fancy robe. Besides, I couldn’t afford to linger. That faint power I felt would likely be rousing more angry ghosts or attracting them from around the nation and empowering them. Worse, the breach might move again.

	I only stopped to put on my slippers and grab my burlap bag. Still wearing a simple night-robe, I opened the door.

	The palace was dark and empty. Most people still hadn’t returned. As I passed a window, I spotted lights in the distance. Guards patrolled the grounds, which was a slight increase in the population compared to yesterday.

	The tug took me to a door that led to an empty guestroom. There I hit a dead end. I still didn’t feel close to the power source. Alas, I only got a vague sense of direction, not a detailed map of the palace. I had to backtrack frequently.

	When my winding journey led me to a steel door with a dragon on the front, it was locked. I hesitated. The sign plate read Dragon Hall. I might be able to break in by going outside and trying a window, but should I?

	If the breach turned out to be in a private area, I wasn’t sure what to do. I felt mostly certain Julong would forgive any trespass to rid his palace of the ghost infection. Mostly wasn’t the same as completely. Every palace had its secrets.

	As soon as I backtracked, I felt the pull down a corridor to the right. It led to a room holding empty shelves and a long rectangular table. If I had to guess, this room was used to prepare for ceremonies in the Dragon Hall. A single tall window overlooked the palace moat.

	How could an empty room hold such power? I’d walked through many a cemetery during my necromantic studies. This place had an even-heavier feeling of death. Usually, I found the peacefulness comforting, but this weighed on my shoulders. I had to force myself to step inside.

	Dust tickled my nose, making me sneeze. The sound shattered the nighttime silence. I looked over my shoulder, but no one responded.

	I waved my sun relic around the shelves. Just before the window, the light cast on a single page. Sun God’s ass, was that the other half of my marriage contract?

	After setting down my bag, I picked the paper up and peered closely. It was either the other half of the contract, or someone had copied it. I wanted to call it a copy. How could Julong be careless with something so precious? Just leaving it behind an unlocked door where any maid might sweep it into the trash?

	More likely, this had been stolen. Perhaps the culprit behind the breach had a reason to take this. What if the culprit wanted to destroy my contract and get rid of me, only to discover there was only one page and both needed to be ripped up?

	I looked around, sending out my senses. No one alive or dead was near. Unfortunately, the heavy pressure of this place made it harder to sense as far.

	Afraid to let something so precious out of my sight, I rolled up the contract and clenched it tightly. I intended to leave at once and get it somewhere safe. Then my light shone on the ghost jar.

	The black lacquer on the jar blended in perfectly with the night. Whereas the other jars had a paper on top, this one had a metal lid chained on. Was this the source? It certainly looked like the product of some dark magic, but the air was so thick, I couldn’t nail down one location as the source.

	Awkwardly, I shifted my light relic under my armpit. Then I picked up the jar with my free hand. I should take this somewhere I could better detect it, summon every friendly ghost for backup, then figure out how to remove the chain—

	I sneezed. The jar slipped from my hands and shattered on the floor. I leapt backward, a shard bouncing off my slipper.

	The air wailed, loudly enough to wake up half the palace. A black shadow rose out of the jar, forming the head of a dragon. I could not make out any features, only the white points in the swirling dark eyes. Those eyes paralyzed me like a snake hypnotizing prey.

	The dragon ghost rumbled, “Tell Bryleth that she’s free.” An ancient sorrow filled his tone. “And tell my son that I’m proud of him. He’s not even full-grown, and he still killed me. No matter what he fears, I have no interest in vengeance. Inheriting the throne will make him suffer enough.”

	Then the ghost faded away, leaving this plane of existence on his own.

	What the hell? That had felt like the source of the breach. A dragon’s death could have been strong enough to rip the necessary hole between planes of existence, particularly a violent death. But Julong’s father had died years before. Someone must have come along and exploited the wound. I was now 100% certain that the ghost plague had been deliberately caused by someone. And that Julong had killed his father.

	When the shadows vanished, I saw Julong standing in the doorway. The look on his face left no doubt he’d heard. His eyes had often been cold before but never like this. He gazed at me as if I’d already ceased to exist but hadn’t noticed it yet.

	The sun relic slipped from my fingers, landing on the floor and spinning loudly. I gulped. “Whatever the ghost just said, I didn’t hear it.” The transparent lie was an offer to keep my silence. “I have no interest in the politics of Faan. I’m just here to do a job.”

	What were the consequences of regicide in Faan? Would an emperor be able to pardon himself? Did he have any rivals who would use it to remove him from power? These questions had just become of pressing importance, because they would change how badly the emperor needed me dead.

	Julong’s gaze snapped to the contract in my hand. “I’d wondered who stole that.”

	“This is—” Should I lie? No, he’d clearly already recognized the contract, either because the golden words glowed through the parchment or because dragons could smell magic. “I assumed it to be your half of the contract. I found it here and grabbed it for safekeeping.”

	Someone had set me up. It became clear now, especially as the source of the breach shifted away from this room. Whoever had created the breach had wanted to get rid of the necromancer who’d been banishing all the ghosts. They’d cast a lure of magic I couldn’t resist following, with a trap to frame me for either stealing the contract or uncovering the emperor’s deadly secret. “Please listen to me. I followed necromantic magic here and found these—”

	Julong took three long strides forward and grabbed me by the throat.

	Oxygen cut off. Red spots danced behind my eyes. He lifted me up in the air, my feet dangling. I gurgled and choked. A ringing filled my ears, making my head feel like it was about to explode. I should fight back, but I’d been too surprised.

	Even when he’d looked at me as if he’d murder me, I’d never believed he could do it, because we had a contract preventing him from harming me.

	Julong had specifically put a clause into the contract saying he could not be held responsible if his father’s murderer attacked me. This proved what he’d done even more than the previous emperor’s words. Ghosts could lie; magic couldn’t. Julong had committed patricide. And he’d planned from the moment we met to eliminate me if my gift ever led me to find out the truth. Nothing I could have said would have changed his mind, not even if I’d been able to prove I’d been framed. I knew his secret, so I had to die.

	Even while murdering me, he still looked at me as if I was nothing. “It’s a shame,” he murmured. “You were very useful. And it will be a pain finding a scapegoat to appease your in-laws.”

	No matter how I silently screamed, I had no air. Red-hot panic overrode everything else. I tried to claw at his arm, but my body would no longer move.

	“GET YOUR FUCKING HANDS OFF MY LITTLE BROTHER!”

	Calum charged through the wall, swinging down his scythe. His ability to sense my danger must have brought him just in time.

	Still holding me in one hand, Julong spun and blocked the scythe with his other arm. The metal bounced off his unnaturally tough skin. But a line of red blood dripped down. It seemed to surprise the dragon, freezing him in place.

	Calum took advantage to strike the arm holding me. I collapsed to the floor, gasping in desperate breaths. I had to get up, to help or to at least run so I wouldn’t be a burden. But my legs would not function.

	Even my vision must have been blurry, because Calum’s dark clothing glittered like a thousand shards of obsidian. His shadow formed a fist that punched Julong through the ceiling. Wait, was that real?

	Lightning struck Julong, transforming him into a furious dragon cloaked in storm clouds. His claw slashed down through the hole in the ceiling, aiming at us.

	Calum blocked with his blade. The lightning arced across the floor, striking me just as I tried to rise. I fell.

	Distantly, I thought I heard my brother scream my name. I could no longer see the battle. I heard the thunder roar down and the scream of metal against metallic scales. Everything hurt. My neck felt like a giant clump of pain, and I couldn’t feel my body any farther below. The roaring in my mind seemed like it might drive me mad.

	A faint part of my brain whispered that maybe this had all been a dream. My life couldn’t have spun out of control so fast. If I closed my eyes, then when I awoke, reality would return. I ignored that voice because believing it would get me killed.

	I tried to summon my gift. Sparks hit me again, breaking my concentration. Neither my body nor my mind would cooperate. I was too weak to even call the dead to me.

	I’d been a necromancer long enough to understand that life and death did not come as a result of fairness. Living close to the boundary, I’d been aware it could happen to me at any time. Humans were fragile. We died because we swallowed a bit of food wrong or hit our heads at the wrong angle. No amount of power could inoculate us against the whims of chance. Whether someone came back as a ghost was also not fair. And ghosts had so little power. Most of them couldn’t even curse at their own murderer. That’s why I always wanted to give those powerless spirits a chance to speak.

	Now I was being murdered by an emperor who hadn’t even done me the courtesy of listening to me or showing the slightest bit of emotion on his face as he’d strangled me. I’d fancied he’d cared? What a joke. He’d cared to the precise extent I could be useful or inconvenient to him.

	With every last dying bit of will within me, I swore to come back as a ghost and take revenge on that hateful dragon.

	Hands fastened around me and lifted me up. Through teary eyes, I made out my older brother’s face. His lips had flattened into a grim line. He gazed above my head as he spoke. “Do you think you can run? I’ll hold him off for as long as I can.” He dodged sideways, away from a falling chunk of ceiling. “I’m not trying to rush your recovery, but maybe soon.”

	I couldn’t even twitch my fingers. Slowly, I rasped, “Squad…”

	Massive greenish shadows blurred above me. I could not make out their faces, but I heard their voices. Desolation demanded, “What’s happening?”

	Calum snarled, “The dragon tried to kill my brother.”

	“Shit. I didn’t expect the damn flying lizard to have taste that bad. Sorry, we can’t touch the dragon, but we’ll get your brother out of here.” Desolation took the contract from my fingers, which had frozen together, making it vanish into her space along with my bag as a sacrifice. Then she barked, “Toesmiter, you stay and watch the battle. Bloodlust, you’re the best swimmer.” Her tusks loomed over me. “Lord Necromancer, you need to give permission for Bloodlust to possess you.”

	It wasn’t a formality. A ghost couldn’t force their way in except under special circumstances.

	With great effort, I rasped, “Per… mission…”

	I couldn’t manage to say granted, but perhaps intent counted. Bloodlust dove into my body.

	A floaty sensation filled me. When Bloodlust took control of my legs and forced me to stand up, suddenly I could feel my body again, and it felt like pain. My legs shouldn’t even be able to move, but she forced them to straighten anyway. I was a passenger unable to even scream.

	Julong’s massive jaws snapped down, busting what remained of the ceiling. Lightning burned in the back of his throat. I would not survive a direct hit.

	Calum leapt in front. His scythe spun impossibly fast, forming into a shield. He took the blast. The light screamed.

	Every bit of glass had already shattered. Bloodlust controlled my body to drag us toward the broken window. Before we jumped, I got one final glimpse of the battle.

	The power surging around Calum seemed equal to what I had sensed of the breach. He ripped through the fabric between life and death, one moment in another place, the next moment in the living world. His features distorted and blurred. Shadows howled around him like a dust storm, puffing up around his arms like muscles, turning him into an illusion of a giant.

	Calum caught Julong’s jaws, for a brief mad moment holding a dragon in place.

	It was glorious to behold, this ghost who had transcended into a creature far more magnificent. There had never before been anything in the living world like him. The air wept. My eyes hurt from looking at him. He was beautiful and terrible and brave, and I already knew it wouldn’t be enough.

	Lightning pierced through the shadows. Julong was a force of nature, unable to be contained. Although the dragon bled from a million scythe cuts, they looked like mere papercuts on his massive body. Thunder roaring, he dug in his claws. Calum’s body fractured, yet he kept holding on, even as he broke like glass into a million pieces of shadow. The tiny fragments collected back together and threw themselves in front of the dragon, trying to hold the monster off for merely a few seconds longer.

	As I leapt out the window, my very last sight was a dragon crushing my brother under his paw.

	Then I hit the moat.


	Chapter Nine

	I thought I’d already experienced the maximum of pain. The water broke my entire body.

	I’m sorry. That was a bad landing, Bloodlust whispered inside my head. Then she took control of my limbs again, forcing my body to move at angles that shouldn’t have been possible. She was used to being in a body larger and stronger than mine. My scrawny human limbs groaned under her demands.

	Yet she kept me swimming when I knew I would have drowned, unable to move on my own.

	Desolation floated ahead of us, calling, “I see a tunnel ahead. We need to get him out of the palace. The guards ran away when they saw a dragon ripping apart the ceiling, and they still don’t know what is going on. They aren’t chasing us yet. We have to get somewhere safe before the damn dragon takes control of his people.”

	Thunder cracked the sky overhead. I could no longer tell it from the roaring in my head. It was bad to be swimming during a lightning storm, I vaguely remembered. I couldn’t breathe again, but it didn’t hurt. I’d reached a euphoric state.

	Bloodlust dove us deeper underwater toward the tunnel, and I passed out.
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	When I returned to consciousness, my body shambled dripping wet through the street. Bloodlust complained, Human skin is very fragile.

	“This way.” Desolation gestured. “I found a barn.”

	“Won’t humans find us?” Bloodlust moved my mouth to talk, and gods, how each word burned.

	“No one should come until morning. He needs rest. I’m afraid you’ll kill him.”

	I would have agreed if I had any ability left to think, much less speak.

	Bloodlust had trouble with my small fingers. It took her two tries to open the barn door. Cows occupied the first three stalls, but the last one was empty. She laid my body on the straw, pulling some on top for warmth.

	“Come out and help me keep watch,” Desolation said.

	Bloodlust popped out of my body with a suction that made us both moan.

	Finally free of the unnatural forces keeping me on my feet, I collapsed into blissful unconsciousness.
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	Agony woke me up. It felt like someone attempting to sever a limb, except inside my head. Even in my semiconscious state, I knew what was being ripped away from me mattered far more than my arms or legs. Grimly, I held on. Eventually, the pull subsided. I collapsed deeper into the scratchy straw.

	People were talking over me. Bloodlust said, “I don’t think we should wake him. He swallowed a lot of water, despite my best efforts.”

	“He’d want to know,” Desolation said. “We can’t stay here much longer, either. The sun is rising.”

	Straw tickled my nose. I opened my eyes. The light burned. I closed my eyes. “I’m awake. Tell me.” Each word burned my throat like acid coming up. The stench of cows and manure choked my breath.

	Toesmiter said, “I watched Calum fight that traitor dragon. I couldn’t do a single thing to help.” Anger filled his voice, directed as much at himself as the enemy. “The dragon shoved Calum into one of those ugly jars.”

	“I felt them trying to banish him,” I croaked. “At least they didn’t succeed.” A lump formed in my throat.

	“Your brother fought bravely,” Desolation murmured as if that would comfort me. It would comfort an orc, I supposed. I was too angry to even properly feel fear. After I’d given my best service to the emperor, how dare he turn on me and hurt my family?

	I owed my friends an explanation. “I talked to… previous emperor… Julong killed his father.”

	The orcs exchanged glances. In a puzzled voice, Bloodlust asked, “Why would the dragon not shout about his triumph across his empire?”

	“Humans view patricide very negatively,” Desolation said. “Faan would treat it as a crime, even for an emperor. Wouldn’t they?”

	“Human nobles assassinate each other all the time,” Toesmiter disagreed.

	They looked at me. I shrugged. “Secret.” I didn’t fully understand the local politics, but clearly, Julong didn’t want people to know. That gave me even more reason to tell ghosts who could survive even if I died. “Someone… framed me… stealing contract.”

	“I have both pages in my space,” Desolation assured me.

	Good. I was starting to form the beginnings of an idea. I needed every weapon I could get.

	“Guards are searching the city with descriptions of you now,” Toesmiter said. “They’re actually claiming you got lost instead of calling you a criminal.”

	“Are they planning to kill him?” Bloodlust asked.

	“They brought nets, so they seem to want the Lord Necromancer alive.”

	“Because… my family.” What I’d been trying to say, with my wounded throat, was that Julong wouldn’t publicly murder me. That would mean making an enemy of two nations. Although he probably didn’t fear Arahasnor, no one sane wanted to mess with Mostly Former Dark Lord Kaine. Once I was in Julong’s custody, I had no faith I’d survive. He could find a way to discreetly deal with me. In the best-case scenario, I’d become a hostage.

	Pain lanced into me again. Gritting my teeth, I endured. I had fought for my brother for years. I’d cheated death to bring him back. No matter how my insides wrenched, I would never let him go.

	I tried to stand, only to fall back on the straw pile. “Can someone possess me?”

	“Belay that order,” Desolation said sharply. “Your body is in no condition for it.”

	“Can’t wait. They’re trying to banish Calum again.” The pull had stopped, but for how long? I needed to rescue my brother quickly.

	The barn door opened, sending in painful light across my eyes. A farmer gaped at us and screamed, “GHOST!” He dropped his bucket and fled.

	The slosh of water gave my body desire to move. I staggered over, fell to my knees, and drank deeply from the bucket. The cows around me mooed, but their racket couldn’t make my head hurt worse. “See? I can walk.” I wiped my mouth.

	“Did he think Benoni was a ghost or can he see us?” Toesmiter asked.

	“I tend to become more visible after I possess people.” Bloodlust peered down at me. “On the other hand, the Lord Necromancer looks like either a ghost or a zombie.”

	I must be a fright, my night-robe scorched and algae clinging to my hair. I could not see my neck and didn’t want to, but the bruises felt like a red-hot mass of pain.

	“We need to leave,” Desolation said. “The farmer will probably report his ghost problem to the imperial forces.”

	“We need to leave, but we’re not running away.” I stood up. “Not without my brother. I need to get to the imperial crypt or cemetery or mausoleum.” They must have one; royal families always did. “Can you help me find it?”

	Desolation ordered, “Bloodlust, you search the area. Toesmiter, head into the palace and look for a map.” Turning to me, her eyes sparkled. “Is it time? Are you ready to show the world what you can do?”

	“I’m certainly ready to show one fucking dragon.”

	“We’ve been waiting for this day.” Desolation raised her fist in the air and screamed, “To battle!”

	“To battle!” the orcs roared.
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	As I staggered out of the barn, I checked for guards. Empty fields stretched out before me, with the walls of the palace looking closer than I liked. I made it to a bale of hay, then collapsed. I leaned my back against the hay so it would hide me in at least one direction. The door hung open in the abandoned nearby house. No one wanted to mess with ghosts. They probably wouldn’t return without a necromancer or at least guards.

	Bloodlust popped up. “I found the mausoleums. Can’t miss those giant buildings from above.”

	A white horse in imperial livery galloped across the field, trampling small sprouts. Toesmiter called, I possessed a horse. Animals are easy when I catch them asleep. This one had his own special stable, so I assume he’s fast.

	“Well done, Corporal,” Desolation called.

	“Very well done.” I grinned, my teeth flecked with blood and the iron taste all over my tongue. “Desolation, once we reach the tombs, it will be your turn.” She was the best fighter.

	She cracked her knuckles, her grin answering mine.

	That backstabbing bastard Julong thought that just because I was kind to the dead, I couldn’t command them? Just because I chose not to desecrate graves (with the exception of that time I really needed my parents’ bones), I couldn’t raise zombies? Just because I didn’t want his empire, he thought I couldn’t destroy it? He had no idea what it meant to mess with a necromancer.
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	When we could see the mausoleum rising above the trees, I told Toesmiter, “Stop the horse and let me get off.”

	Are you sure? he asked.

	“I’m planning to acquire a better ride soon.” Actually, I felt sorry for the horse. The mane had turned slick with sweat. I didn’t think he was enjoying having a ghost control him. I didn’t want to drag this horse into battle with me and possibly get him killed.

	Desolation said, “I’d prefer to have a handicap. That will make the fight more fun.”

	As you order, Captain. Toesmiter stopped.

	The instant I dismounted, my steed bolted. Hopefully, he would run all the way back to his stable and be rewarded with a nice breakfast of carrots.

	The dragon dynasty had ten mausoleums inside the same compound. A stone wall blocked everything from view except the tops of the tallest bright red hip-and-gable roof in the distance. The entranceway was marked by two pillars with dragon statues on top. There was no gate. Instead, a human wall guarded the open archway—twenty men and ten women wearing mail armor and pointed silver helmets. Each had a golden dragon at the top of their helmet, though the gold looked painted rather than real. It did not shine under the early-morning sun.

	I started walking down the white stone path, already regretting leaving the horse. My head ached. Everything ached. I got closer than I should have before anyone noticed me, probably because these guards had a very boring job, protecting a place no one entered. One of the guards looked up and pointed. Then the rest stared.

	My silver sleeping robe had been ripped at some point during the night. After the swim through the moat, it had acquired a strange color. Dirt and ashes clung to my face and arms. The top of one of my shoes had ripped. Straw stuck to my hair. Though I couldn’t see my own neck, the bruising had puffed so much, it must seem like I wore a collar.

	Thirty guards versus me and three ghosts. It didn’t seem like a fair fight at all—for the guards.

	A man jogged forward. “You, beggar! Get your filthy feet off this sacred pathway before I chop them off.”

	“Desolation, your turn,” I murmured without taking my eyes off the soldier. She was the best fighter of the three orcs.

	“I’ve been ready.” She grinned, then dove into my body.

	It took trust for me to allow the ghosts to possess me. Let’s just say it was a lot easier to let a ghost in than kick one out. As I’d grown closer to the orcs, I’d realized they had no interest in stealing a living body. They only desired entertainment and a cause to serve once again.

	“Are you ignoring me, beggar?” The guard drew his sword. Several people behind him shouted a protest at this escalation, moving forward. Ignoring his comrades, he swung the sword at my shoulder.

	Desolation moved my body, sidestepping the blade and punching the soldier in the ribs. He oofed and staggered. She grabbed his wrist holding the sword, pushed it backward to reverse it, and with her other hand grabbed the back of the blade at the top. In one swift motion, she yanked his own blade against his throat.

	He gazed wide-eyed, shocked a beggar had turned the tables on him so fast. He dropped the sword before it severed his own head. This allowed her to easily take the blade and toss it into her (our) right hand. At the same time, she kicked him in the jaw, sending him falling to the floor.

	It didn’t hurt as much when Desolation moved my body. She had practice—she’d fought off a dozen bullies for me. Nothing my siblings had done to help me had ever solved the problem as thoroughly as Desolation beating the bullies mostly to death. The more times she’d possessed me, the more I started to feel her inhuman strength become my strength.

	The guards gaped, then they charged at us.

	“Today is a glorious day to die!” Desolation cried with my lips.

	I’d rather stay alive, I reminded her as she blocked the first sword. She easily kicked the fastest man into a slower woman behind him.

	Grabbing the next man by the shoulders, she vaulted over him, landing behind the guards. She had slashed two down before the others had time to turn around. Then she grabbed one injured man and used him as a shield, making the others hesitate.

	Someone in the corner of my eyes shot a crossbow bolt at us. Desolation caught it between her teeth and spat it to the ground.

	Laughing madly, she screamed, “That’s more like it! Stab through your own comrade to get at me!” She lifted the injured man by his collar and threw him at the crossbow user. “I don’t even need a hostage. It will be more fun if you all come at me together. Let’s make this pretty white stone rain red with blood!” She pointed at the fallen men. “I’ll rip off your limbs for round one so that you can come at me a second time. The winner claims the right to eat the loser’s still-beating heart. LET’S EARN OUR WAY INTO HELL!”

	“Undead monster!” the guards screamed, then turned and ran. They had the sense to grab their injured comrades and carry them along.

	“Hey, wait, come back!” Desolation protested. “I’m stuck in this weak human body. You had at least a small chance of defeating me. Do you want me to fight with one hand behind my back? Or I could drop the sword and fight you unarmed.”

	Only fleeing footsteps answered her.

	With a sad sigh, Desolation released my body. “Do you think I was too scary?”

	“No, no, they were a bunch of cowards,” I reassured her as I walked through the unguarded archway.

	A vast forest spread out inside. Willow trees were on either side of the walkway leading to the first mausoleum. The pathway had been lined with stone coffins, each one with a memorial plaque to unnamed victims murdered during the First Emperor’s rampage. What an odd way to memorialize the founder of a dynasty. Was this a mark of repentance from the First Emperor or had his successor very much disliked him? In my experience, monarchs rarely developed humility and always slanted history in their favor. Intricately carved animal statues guarded the coffins, and I would swear their faces twisted with hatred as they stared in the direction of the tomb. Odd how the guardian animals faced inward, as if they were not protecting the emperor but rather keeping him in his grave.

	“Yeah, Captain, you deserved better enemies,” Bloodlust said.

	“They weren’t worth fighting,” Toesmiter agreed.

	“It’s just been so long since I had a good fight,” Desolation moaned. “I shouldn’t have taken a sword. Maybe they would have stuck around if I’d played weak and let them stab me once.”

	“Not in my body,” I growled as I staggered past the coffins.

	“I get it. You humans don’t heal as fast.” Desolation sighed. “I’m just disappointed.”

	The walkway ended in a flat paved area dotted with flowering trees. The mausoleum had a golden curved roof supported by red glazed pillars. Two dragon statues guarded the archway.

	Alas, the entranceway had been bricked over. I should have realized it would be sealed—no one was supposed to ever disturb the imperial rest. I patted the wall. It felt very firm and thick. “Ah, brick walls, a necromancer’s mortal enemy.”

	I was a weak creature of magic, not martial arts. My arm hurt just from raising it. I tried to summon the dead who lay inside, but they were too far out of my range.

	However, I felt a tug from the burned remains of the dead lining the walkway. Perhaps it would be fitting to let the First Emperor’s victims deface his grave.

	Closing my eyes, I raised the dead.

	It came easily to me, with my bond to Julong still intact despite his betrayal. As long as I had the contract, I could draw on that deep wellspring of draconic life. A sting of decay pinched my side. But it healed so fast, it might as well not have been there.

	The coffins rumbled, and the dead emerged. These had been unidentified remains and often charred, so the skeletons looked like hideous jigsaw puzzles. One had three arms but no legs, dragging along the ground with bony fingers. Another had two heads. As they tottered forward, I stepped aside.

	They slammed against the brick wall. At first, bones broke. As more came, the brick chipped away. Unlike ghosts, zombies did not think. These souls had long since departed. They were simply tools at my command. They had no hesitation to destroy their own bodies in order to break through the wall. With one last hideous sound of bones shattering, the bricks fell inward.

	The tomb of the First Emperor, a sacred place, lay open to the rampage of a necromancer.

	Normally, it would have been difficult for me to raise many dead in close succession, but thanks to my draconic fiancé, I was overflowing with energy. I ordered the human dead back to their graves, then to rest. I had my eyes on a much-bigger prize—literally bigger.

	Committing a crime that would have gotten me executed, I stepped into the tomb.

	It was dark, as I should have anticipated. Only the glowing of the orc ghosts lit my way. Inside, wooden pillars supported a green-tiled ceiling. Statues of the First Dragon Emperor and his empress sat on marble thrones. They were three times as large as a human, although still small compared to what the emperor would have looked like in dragon form.

	I could barely breathe through the thick dust. I covered my nose with my sleeve. There didn’t seem to be any obvious stairs. “They hid the entrance, didn’t they?”

	“I’m on it.” Bloodlust sank through the floor. When she emerged, she said, “The stairs are under the empress’s statue.”

	I felt around the base of the throne. Eventually, I pressed against the right crack. A stone panel swung open to reveal very long, very narrow stairs.

	“They’re probably booby-trapped,” I said glumly.

	“There were loads of traps,” Bloodlust said. “Poison gas, tripwires, crossbows, you name it. But it’s been thousands of years. None of them work any longer. There’s one wire that might still trigger a trap. I’ll tell you when to step over it.”

	“Thank you.” I made a mental note to be more careful in a recent tomb.

	Stairs, a feeble necromancer’s other mortal enemy. To make matters worse, the guards would surely return with more people. I hoped they would either take a while or be scared to enter the tomb. Gritting my teeth, I climbed down.

	The stone stairs wound downward in a spiral. It was difficult to measure time, but I’d gone down at least several stories. My knees were about to revolt. The soles of my sleeping slippers wore out. Finally, I kicked them off and walked barefoot through the dust.

	At least the stairs were in good condition. After so many years, that meant there must be some magic built into these walls. As a necromancer, I was more sensitive to it than most. This power tasted like sorrow and hatred.

	It had not entirely been able to prevent the cracks in the walls. The fine machinery of the traps had probably been the first to go. When I reached a missing step, I lost faith in the stability of this place. I moved faster.

	The room at the bottom had white walls and an arched green doorway. My steps sounded loud as I walked forward. The door groaned. For a moment, I thought I would need to summon skeletons again. Then it creaked open, revealing the tomb chamber.

	The front of the tomb had a long granite tunnel with a round top. I moaned at the prospect of more walking. My feet already had cuts and bruises.

	“Hang in there,” Bloodlust said. “I wish we could touch you like Calum. I’d offer you a piggyback ride.”

	I grunted, not because I didn’t appreciate the sentiment but because my throat hurt.

	Passing through the second set of green doors, I reached an even-larger hallway. At least this place was more interesting. It glittered with a dragon’s hoard: piles of gold, gemstones the size of fists resting on stands, jewelry, and weapons overflowing with magic. Furniture spread out around the space: sofas, chairs, and a beautiful bed that had collapsed. Although I could see the remains of vases and clothing, most had not survived.

	“This is awesome,” Toesmiter said, floating through a jeweled chariot pulled by stone horses. Once, this place had been full of human statues, too, but now they’d collapsed and broken so I couldn’t even make out their features.

	“The Orc Queen’s heart!” Desolation pointed at a ruby carved into the shape of a flower. “He must have stolen that from us.” She didn’t sound upset, only impressed.

	The frames hanging on the walls had probably once contained beautiful and priceless artwork, but it had all rotted away where no one could see. What a tragedy. The artists’ hard work could have been preserved on the surface. Dragons were selfish and greedy. In all fairness, humans buried themselves with their wealth, too, sometimes.

	“This place is a proper underground palace.” Bloodlust looked around.

	She was right. It had everything an emperor would possibly need to live comfortably. “It’s a criminal waste,” I grumbled. “Some people in the city overhead have nothing at all, and this man hoarded it to the grave.”

	“You’re right.” Desolation flashed a toothy grin. “The dead don’t need possessions and can’t take them into the afterlife. We would know. Strong or not, this dragon was a fool.”

	Gold was not comfortable to walk on. I gingerly made my way through.

	The back held the tallest chamber of all, with two human-sized coffins on a raised platform. The power felt the strongest there. Even the green glaze on the coffins and the golden dragon statues had survived. Boxes covered the floor, probably with the royal couple’s favorite treasures.

	My heartbeat picked up. For so long, I had suppressed my urges around corpses. The power here ignited an ache inside of me. It would be a violation of reality to bring back something so strong from the dead. And I wanted it.

	I left the coffin of the First Empress alone, a courtesy from one probable necromancer to another. Besides, she would be less useful.

	Placing my hand on the First Emperor’s coffin, I poured life into the ancient bones.

	The draconic power flowed through me via my bond with Julong, like a spark striking a bed of oil. The bones responded faster than they ever had before. The skeleton burst out of the coffin. He’d been a massive man, three heads taller than me.

	I needed even bigger, though. I needed a dragon to fight a dragon.

	Desolation sighed. “It was a good idea. Certainly worth a try. Don’t get down, Lord Necromancer. We can turn the bodies outside into an army.”

	“What do you mean?” I asked, sincerely confused.

	She waved at the skeleton. “You were hoping to raise a dragon.”

	“Yes, and I will. Watch me.” I was ready to work miracles rather than walk up all those stairs again.

	First, I stepped backward, into the hallway. Then I commanded the emperor to transform.

	He’d been a fire dragon. Flames ignited around his bones, the wave of heat knocking me a step backward. A charred scent filled the air. The skeleton swelled up into a dragon made of bones. Massive horns curved over his skull and his teeth sharpened to a fine point. His eye sockets glowed with white-hot flames.

	As the dragon’s head broke the ceiling, I had a moment to wonder if I’d miscalculated. My power would not save me from a falling roof. I ordered him to pick me up in his claws.

	The tomb collapsed as the dragon soared into the sky, carrying me in a bony grasp. I clung on for dear life.

	The orcs cheered and soared after us, their voices rising up into the sky. Bloodlust wiped a tear from her eye. Toesmiter whispered, “I’ve never seen anything so amazing in my entire life.”

	Even the unflappable Captain Desolation gazed at me with an awe completely unlike her. “You can raise a dead dragon’s magic as well as the bones? Even Dark Lord Chingis never could have done that.”

	“Really?” I’d known I was stronger than the average necromancer, but I wouldn’t have put myself above the greatest necromantic legend. “Are you sure?”

	“If he could, he’d be ruling the world right now.”

	“I guess we should all be glad we dodged that crossbow bolt.” It was a good thing I hadn’t known, because it had never occurred to me that I couldn’t transform the dragon. My whole plan could have failed if I’d doubted myself.

	Desolation laughed. “As expected of our Lord Necromancer, the strongest one in existence.”

	Almost certainly, I’d only been able do it because I was channeling Julong’s pure draconic life force. I wasn’t modest enough to admit it aloud. I shifted, trying to get more comfortable in the bones. The mausoleum was still crashing loudly below. Guilt crept up on me about what I’d done to avoid climbing up the stairs. There had been historical value there. At the least, I hoped if someone dug the place out, then the treasures would be put to better use instead of remaining hidden.

	I ordered my bone dragon to land. We came down on a field of peonies, crushing many of them. His tail bashed over part of the wall. I winced.

	Desolation’s teeth bared. “After so long, it’s time to go wild.”

	“We’re going to rescue Calum.” Bloodlust punched her fist into her palm.

	“Let’s get that lizard!” Toesmiter waved his hammer.

	“I’m not done yet.” I ordered my dragon to turn toward the tomb of a dragon empress, the one who had inherited the throne second in succession. His claw easily smashed down the bricked-up door. Why have one zombie dragon when you could have ten of them?

	I cracked my knuckles. “Time for a family reunion.”


	Chapter Ten

	When ten bone dragons soared over the wall of the Imperial Palace, I’d expected someone to attack us. Surely, at least a few intrepid souls would shoot arrows, aiming for a nonexistent weak spot. Instead, I heard nothing except distant screams over the rushing wind.

	Lightning lit up the sky, followed by thunder. I smiled, knowing at least one person in this city wasn’t a coward even if he was a backstabbing little bitch.

	Julong shot through the sky far faster than such a massive dragon should have been able to move, claws aiming at the head of my mount. As expected of the father-slayer, he didn’t hesitate to attack his own ancestor. I didn’t think he saw the other nine dragons. Probably because I ordered them to fly high overhead, hidden by the clouds.

	Nine skeleton dragons dropped from the sky and dogpiled on Julong. Under my orders, they slashed and scratched him all over but did not yet kill him. They knocked him into the moat. I thought he should have a taste of its vileness. Then maybe he’d regret not cleaning it up. It was very satisfying to watch his great-grandmother stomp on his head.

	When we landed in front of the Dragon Hall, two guards fainted. The presumed captain, a middle-aged woman with a severe haircut and square jaw, barked, “Someone move those two out of the way! Everyone else, focus on evacuating the palace. Initiate First Empress Protocol.”

	What a surprisingly sensible order. I hadn’t anticipated much competence from the guards. On the other hand, they had all run away from the ghosts, so the cowardice was consistent.

	Regrettably, Julong had brought rain with him again. In just a few minutes, I was already soaked. My body already felt so cold and achy, I could honestly say it barely added to my discomfort. I cleared my throat. “What’s the First Empress Protocol?”

	The captain bowed before me. All conscious guards followed her example. “Humans in the empire do not interfere in fights between the imperial couple, Emperor-Consort. This dates back to the start of the dragon dynasty. The First Empress frequently tried to murder the First Emperor, but then, he did burn her entire family alive prior to ascending to the throne. Poor Empress Bryleth, may she rest in peace, wasn’t a strong fighter, but she got into the spirit of things by poisoning her husband on a regular basis.”

	“Are contentious relationships normal for the imperial family?”

	“Very much so, Your Imperial Majesty. We would appreciate it if you minimize damage to the palace.”

	Whoa, maybe Julong tried to murder me and double-murder my brother because his family considered that to be normal in a romantic relationship. That didn’t mean I’d forgive him. “Tell your asshole emperor that I brought our engagement contract. I’ll marry us in the Dragon Hall if he tries to run away like a fucking coward. Tell him to come alone. He has ten minutes to get over here with my brother’s jar, and the clock starts now, not when he receives the message. You can find your pathetic failure of a dragon ruler drowning in your noxious moat.”

	“Yes, Your Imperial Majesty. Should I include the profanity?”

	“Well, I would prefer it, but I don’t want to get you into trouble.”

	“It’s no trouble. Empress Bryleth said worse to her husband on a daily basis.” The captain rose smoothly, bowed to the deceased skeleton rulers, then departed.

	Damn, and I thought my family was weird.

	The Dragon Hall was long and rectangular, with the usual hip-and-gable roof painted green. Gold and silver leaf decorated the wooden walls and under the roof. Even in my irritated, wet, and hungry state, I stood still for a moment in awe at the intricate carvings peeking out below the curve of the roof edge. A tiger chased after a peacock over the door, with an entire zoo of animals running along the outside.

	It took some grunting for me to open the doors to the Dragon Hall while the orc team shouted encouragement. They weren’t locked, just heavy. I should have ordered the obliging captain to help. Once I got the door open, I told the orcs, “Please stand watch around the Dragon Hall. If the Emperor tries to surround us with guards, then I need to know.” My skeletons didn’t move without a direct order from me, making them less than useful as lookouts. I didn’t know how Dark Lord Chingis had managed to control an entire army. Actually, I did know—he just gave them blanket orders to kill every living thing in their path, because he was evil.

	“We’re on it.” Desolation turned to the other two. “I’ll take the south. Bloodlust, you watch from the north. Toesmiter, take a high position in the sky to watch for a ranged sneak attack.”

	“Good thinking,” I complimented her. “I’m new at military tactics.”

	“You’re doing great so far, Lord Necromancer.” 

	“Can I have the contract now that we’re out of the rain?”

	“Water couldn’t have affected it anyway.” With a twist of her fingers, she procured the glowing golden pages. “Here you go.”

	“Thanks for holding on to that for me.”

	With one last salute, she floated through the door.

	The ceiling inside curved with round rafters like dragon’s ribs. Ten red pillars had golden-leaf decorations of flowers. The polished wooden floor gleamed like metal. Glass cases against the walls held gemstones of different colors, even bigger than those in the First Emperor’s tomb. If I had to guess, they were the largest of each gem type in the world. They were so big, I had trouble believing they had occurred naturally without any magical influence.

	In comparison, the dragon statue in the back was made of plain sandstone. The serpentine figure curved, spine arched with a pearl in one claw. It was only about as tall as me. The two red curtains hanging on either side looked more expensive than the beaten and worn statue with one horn missing. Its open mouth held a slot for placing papers inside.

	I’d been shocked and awed plenty today. Yet this simple statue gave me the greatest sense of magic of all. This thing felt old. Older than my entire species, if I had to guess. I approached with a dry throat. I would swear those smooth eyes followed me around the room as I moved. The rain still struck the roof, melding with the sound of water dripping off my hair and hitting the floor with each of my steps.

	Stopping in front of the statue, I held the contract directly over the mouth. If I’d understood the rules correctly, the instant I dropped these papers down, Julong and I would be legally married until death with no option of divorce. I did hope there had been no cultural misunderstanding, in order for my plan to work.

	With the papers suspended, I waited. I hoped Julong wouldn’t take too long. I didn’t actually have a way to count ten minutes. But I kept feeling colder the longer I stood in my filthy, wet nightclothes with bare feet. My hand shook so badly, I might drop them by accident. I should have stolen a coat off a guard. They’d disarmed me with their politeness. That might have been their intention.

	Julong staggered into the hallway, limping and bleeding from dozens of small cuts. I felt pleased his injuries had remained even after he’d transformed into humanoid form. It was even more amusing to see him finally drenched. He had a black jar tucked under one arm.

	Even with his hair a disheveled mess and algae tucked under his ear, he attempted to sound charming. “I believe there’s been a misunderstanding between us.”

	“Yes, there certainly has been. You thought that I was weak and you could bully me. But it turns out I have more dragons than you.”

	“You were framed—”

	I cut him off. “I don’t know if you’ve figured out I was telling the truth or if you’re trying to appease me, and I don’t care. We’re past the point where an apology could smooth matters over even if you could lower your pride enough to offer one. You tried to kill me and banish my brother.”

	His eyes widened. “Why would I banish your brother? He wouldn’t have been any use as bait if—”

	“Shut up. I could sense it when you tried to sever his connection to me. Let’s not play games.” Threateningly, I lowered the papers.

	Eyes tracking my every movement, Julong licked his lips. “We both have hostages.” He held up the jar. “Let’s negotiate.”

	I laughed. “You have nothing because you already tried to banish my brother and failed. What else can you do to a ghost?”

	“What are your demands?” he asked, basically acknowledging the point.

	“Demands? No, I just wanted to make you watch.” I dropped the papers into the dragon’s mouth.

	Julong screamed and thunder answered overhead. The stone dragon lifted his snout to the heavens and roared even louder. Lightning struck the temple outside, the charred scent drifting downward. For a second, I felt as if it had hit me because my entire body tingled. If the power before had been a stream, this felt like a river rushing inside of me. A rainbow of colors danced before my eyes. My bruised throat burned in agony. I nearly collapsed to the ground before I grabbed the dragon statue.

	People talked about feeling sparks on their wedding day but none as literally as me. It had been done, and even I could not undo it. Under draconic law, Julong and I were married.

	When I could see again, Julong staggered, clutching his head. Then he looked up and rushed toward me. There was a wildness in his eyes. According to everything I’d read and heard about dragons, he couldn’t kill me now, but he’d be able to hit me. I ordered my skeletons to transform into a humanoid form that could fit into the temple, then jump on Julong.

	The bones could move surprisingly fast. It must be a dragon talent. They broke down the door and charged in, leaping on Julong’s back. He staggered. I ordered them to hold him to the floor, with two on each limb. The ninth one put a hand over his mouth so I didn’t have to listen to his lying. Then the last of them brought the jar to me.

	I smashed the jar on the floor. Calum tumbled out, one of his eyes bruised shut and one arm broken.

	How dare that arrogant lizard hurt my brother?! My anger rose again, overwhelming my exhaustion. “Calum, how do you feel?” I grabbed his shoulder.

	Power poured through my hands, leaving me lightheaded. His injuries knitted and healed. He grinned. “Much better now, thanks.”

	I could do that?

	Um, I absolutely meant to do that.

	Calum looked down at the emperor struggling on the floor. Julong hissed like a cat being dunked in water. Calum said, “I think my trauma around zombies and skeletons is being cured by watching you hold that asshole down.”

	“I’m glad to hear it.”

	“Is it decaying your body, though?”

	“Not anymore.” I smirked. “Not with my official wedding to the Dragon Emperor giving me a new power source to draw on.”

	Calum winced. “You didn’t have to do that. He’s not good enough to marry you.”

	“The thought crossed my mind that I could become an early widower.” I stalked over, enjoying Julong’s helplessness as his eyes followed me. I drew his sword from his belt, then sliced it across his throat. “That’s for choking me.”

	I’d only cut lightly, not trying to kill him. The wound healed in seconds. I frowned. “I don’t think you suffered nearly enough. Not compared to my brother and me.” I cut his throat again, deeper.

	As he gurgled, I turned to Calum. “Should I cut off his arm since he broke yours?”

	Calum shook his head. “No, I’m starting to feel sorry for him.”

	“You’ve always been a softy.” I returned my steely gaze to the emperor. I held the sword at his throat, letting him feel that I could chop off his head and kill him if I wanted. He had no fear in his eyes; I’d give him credit for that. “Relax, I’m not going to kill you or take over your empire. I need you alive to keep using you as my power source.”

	I’d considered for a very long time what to do with Julong. If I’d ripped up our engagement contract, then I’d no longer have the power I needed to keep Calum intact without my body decaying. Also, I’d no longer have enough power to raise dragons, so Julong could have turned around and murdered me.

	If I’d killed Julong for revenge, that only brought a different set of problems. What if his dragon relatives hunted me down for vengeance and brought the entire empire of Faan after me? I had relatives who would protect me, but that only made the situation more volatile. I didn’t want to start a world war via a family feud.

	On the other hand, dragons couldn’t kill their mates. By binding myself to Julong, I’d guaranteed my safety. It was a nuisance to be technically married, but I figured I could ignore it and continue to love whoever I pleased. This was strictly a business arrangement: I got magical power, and he got to live. The biggest downside to marrying a dragon was the obsession, but I figured after I’d slashed Julong twice, there was no chance he’d ever love me. We could have a strictly political marriage from different countries.

	“Look at the bright side—you wanted to avoid falling into obsessive love. Now that you’re irrevocably wed to me, you have the perfect excuse to never be pressured into marriage. You’ll never fall in love with me because you hate me. We’ll go our separate ways, and I’ll live my own life. You’ll never have to see me again.” I leaned close enough to whisper. “I’m not going to tell anyone that you killed your father, because by all accounts, he had it coming, because I would rather leave you in charge of the empire than someone I can’t control, and because I don’t care. Since you strangled me and hurt my brother, and I slit your throat and desecrated your relatives’ graves, I consider us even. If you disagree, who cares? You can’t kill me now.”

	For once, Julong wasn’t looking at me with amusement. This was awe. It brought me a cold satisfaction deep under my chest.

	I straightened. “Give me his coat and his shoes.”

	The skeletons ripped off the imperial coat, leaving Julong in his undershirt. Both coat and shoes were too big on me, but I put them on anyway. Finally, warmth. He did not even fight back. His throat was in the process of repairing itself, so I wasn’t sure if he could speak even if I hadn’t gagged him. But his eyes were bright and alert. He was still gazing at me with that unfathomable emotion. I would swear it was an almost-hungry expression. My stomach rumbled, reminding me I hadn’t eaten, either. Suddenly, I wanted to be finished with everything, even revenge.

	“Oh, by the way, I broke the First Emperor’s tomb, but I know you’ll clean up the mess for me, darling.” I blew a kiss over my shoulder, then walked away.

	Calum had been watching with his jaw hanging open. He ran after me. “That was a great exit line.”

	“I thought so,” I murmured. Shivering, I tugged the coat tighter around my shoulders. Dirt and water seeped into priceless silk. Blood stained the collar. Julong had deserved his injuries, but I felt a bit sorry toward whoever had embroidered this beautiful coat.

	The orcs fell in on either side of me as I stepped out of the Dragon Hall. Fortunately, the rain had stopped. A faint rainbow spread over the back of the palace, a perfect moment for any court painter.

	Desolation inclined her head at Calum. “Glad to see you well.”

	Bloodlust winked at him. “You’re cuter than ever after your near-banishment experience.”

	Desolation turned her head toward me. “Are you sure you don’t want to feed that asshole his own entrails, then take over Faan?”

	“Quite certain. I’ve never had the faintest desire to rule an empire. It’s too much work. And if I kill Julong, I might be stuck inheriting now I’m married to him.” I shuddered at the horrible thought. Faan had no clear heir, and from what I’d heard, people fought not to take the throne. Sure, it wasn’t my country and technically wasn’t my problem, but I didn’t want to end up with someone telling me I broke the empire, so I had to rule it. Or what if the next ruler hunted me down as a possible rival for power? No, I preferred to leave the guy who couldn’t kill me in charge.

	“Ruling is no fun,” Toesmiter said, his arms stretching behind his head. “The conquering is the fun part, and we already did that.”

	Desolation laughed. “Very true! Thank you for the excellent fight.”

	“I should be thanking you three.” I smiled. “You’re true friends.” I coughed. I’d talked too much, and now my throat hurt.

	“You’re welcome.” Bloodlust giggled. “It was a pathetic empire, anyway, unworthy to have you as emperor. They knelt to you before you even killed anyone. You know what place would be hard to conquer? Conollia.”

	“That’s my sister and brother-in-law’s kingdom.”

	“So?”

	I sighed. “So, let’s focus on getting out of here.” Julong couldn’t kill his own mate, but there were many ways to harm someone without killing them. As soon as I got out of range to control the skeletons, they’d fall to pieces, and then he might chase after me for revenge. The clause not to harm me had ended when my engagement had ended. He might decide he preferred his new husband chained in the dungeon. “We need to go to Arahasnor so I can hide with my powerful relatives. Or Conollia, but Arahasnor already has a guest bedroom assigned to me.” I was never, ever going near Faan again. It was a shame about the wonderful books and great food.

	By leaving, I was giving up on the chance of revenge on whoever had framed me for stealing the contract and set me up to be murdered by Julong. But I’d decided not to care. Whoever had framed me had probably created the breach and wanted me dead to stop me from closing it. I expected enemies to try to kill me. Julong’s betrayal had been personal, so I’d wanted revenge on him more. Besides, I would rather let Julong and the mysterious mastermind fight it out and destroy each other.

	“Should you turn one of the skeletons back into a dragon to fly us out of here?” Desolation asked.

	“About that.” When there might be someone hiding near enough to hear, I didn’t want to admit that I no longer had the power to control a dragon skeleton. Our battle had drained me. I didn’t even think I could keep the humanoid ones holding down Julong for much longer, despite us still being nearby. Every muscle in my body shook. The world had gotten blurry. I could barely even place one foot in front of the other. As we walked away from the palace, I asked, “Calum, can you carry me?”

	He stared. “Dragon skeletons?”

	“Focus.” We’d almost reached the moat, and the bridge had been pulled up. “Can you float and carry me?”

	Calum knelt, and I hopped onto his back. It reminded me a lot of being a child who used to jump on him against his will. He floated us across the moat. “It works!”

	“Can you teleport holding me?”

	Calum twisted his neck back to look at me. “I don’t think I can teleport at all.”

	“All ghosts can move between space,” Bloodlust said. “You can do it, pretty boy.”

	“Didn’t you appear out of nowhere to save me from Julong?” I wet my lips. “What if I told you that we’re in danger again? Would that empower you?”

	He took in my bedraggled state and seemed to understand. “I’ll try.”

	The world spun and blurred. Then the familiar towers of the Arahasnor Royal Palace rose up before me.

	As soon as I saw safety, the last of my energy gave out. I fainted.


	Chapter Eleven

	Giant fluffy pillows under my head and around my sides held me in place. I felt warm and very hungry. A blurry face with brown curls danced at the edge of my vision. “Bora?” I murmured.

	“Wrong sister.”

	As the world stopped spinning, I made out Ysabel sitting beside my bed with her legs crossed. She wore a lovely blue gown with a floral pattern. A chain of diamonds pulled back her hair. She looked as elegant and perfectly composed as ever.

	“Did we come to Conollia accidentally?” As soon as the words left my mouth, I knew I was wrong. The familiar green-and-white diamond wallpaper of my guest bedroom in Arahasnor surrounded me.

	“No, you’re in the Arahasnor palace. Kaine teleported me here as soon as Bora told me that you were injured. May I heal you? I need your permission. You already know the price.”

	I squinted, trying to focus when my head hurt so much. “Do you think my injuries are likely to leave me bedridden for longer than a day?”

	“Definitely; you have signs of pneumonia, and I’ve been monitoring you since I arrived for fear your throat has internal damage. Some people have died weeks after strangulation due to blood clots and other complications. You’ve been healing unusually fast—something I’m very curious about—but not fast enough for me to stop worrying.”

	Then it was worth me giving up a day of my life. “Please heal me.”

	Ysabel took my hand. I immediately knew it worked when the aches and pains faded away from every bit of my body. My back felt better than it usually did after I spent most of my day hunched over books. Her healing gift was truly amazing.

	Recoiling, Ysabel demanded, “What happened to your neck?”

	“I was strangled?” I felt my neck. There was no sign of pain, bruises and swelling. “Then you healed me.”

	She frowned. “If you don’t know, then it’s not just that you have strange taste in tattoos.” She went to the dresser, then returned with a handheld mirror.

	My eyes looked bright and my face healthy. Ysabel had even healed away a tiny bit of acne that always seemed to linger near my hairline. Then my gaze moved downward. A golden chain had been tattooed around my neck, with a different gemstone on each spiky link. “It really was a symbol of the imperial family,” I muttered. “I wonder who had such bad taste as to come up with this design.” I felt annoyed, thinking of how many high collars would be in my future.

	“Are you going to explain how a scholarly mission led to some unknown person dropping you off at the palace doorstep, then running away, leaving you half-dead and wearing the bloody robe of the Emperor of Faan?”

	I winced at my big sister’s acerbic tone. “Can I get something to eat first? I’m starving.”

	From her raised eyebrow, my stalling tactic hadn’t fooled her. But she did not argue. “Very well.” She stood up and opened the door. “He’s awake.”

	“BENONI!” Bora rushed into the room and flung herself across my bed. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “I was so worried.”

	Antonia leapt after, punching the air with her fists. “Tell me who did this to you. I’ll raise an army to slaughter them.”

	As Ysabel left, she called over her shoulder, “Antonia, a queen does not risk her people’s lives for a personal grudge. Send an assassin instead.”

	See, this is why I didn’t want to talk to my family about it. I’d gone to such great trouble to avoid a world war.

	Bora grabbed a comb off the dresser and started brushing my hair. It wasn’t necessary, but it seemed to calm her down.

	Antonia asked, “Does it hurt a lot to be strangled?”

	“Yes, I don’t recommend it.”

	In a small voice, she said, “We were all very scared. The doctor just wanted to ice your injury, and that didn’t seem to do much good.”

	“Sorry I scared you, kiddo.” Someone had changed me into a fresh white gown and cleaned me off. Back home in Arahasnor, it felt like everything from Faan had been a long nightmare. Once again, I had returned to my role as the cosseted little brother who no one could imagine raising giant skeletons and ravaging kingdoms.

	It was tempting to keep up that illusion and say nothing at all. If they’d let me.

	Ysabel returned minutes later with lobster bisque in a bread bowl and a glass of juice. “You two, give him some space to eat.”

	At the tomato smell, my stomach roared. Bora stood up. “I’ll tell the staff to prepare for a guest.”

	“I’ll check up on the status of our self-defense force just in case we’re going to war.” Antonia skipped out of the room.

	Ysabel left as well, understanding without a word that I needed a moment alone. In the doorway, she lingered for a moment, murmuring, “Whatever you’ve been through, you did well to survive.”

	Our gazes met. I thought we might have understood each other better in that moment than we ever had before. She closed the door.

	I ripped through my food so fast, it made my stomach hurt. Wiping my fingers on a napkin, I forced myself to slow down and think.

	What should I tell everyone? I didn’t think they’d believe I tripped and fell on a noose. A lot depended on Calum. Now that I could maintain him indefinitely and I wasn’t rotting away, we’d lost any reason to keep him secret. It was a shame I’d left behind the diagrams on how to make him visible to other people. I called, “Calum?”

	He appeared, sitting in the same chair where Ysabel had been moments before. “Sorry for abandoning you. I was afraid of what people would think if they saw you seemingly floating around in mid-air. Oh, and the orcs are following Dark Lord Kaine around the castle, challenging him to a duel. It’s a good thing he doesn’t have a ghost-seeing ability.”

	“Don’t worry about it. We need to figure out how to tell our sisters about you.”

	Calum paled—literally, I could see the dresser through his semi-translucent form.

	“You want to tell them, don’t you?” I prodded. Honestly, I should have been the more-nervous one, since it would mean revealing my gift.

	“I want to tell them. I need to tell them.” Calum looked down, his solidity returning. “I’m just nervous. Everything was complicated between me and Ysabel for a long time. We patched things up, then I died in front of her and traumatized her.”

	“Our sister isn’t the type to traumatize easily, from what you’ve told me. She inflicts emotional scars on other people.”

	I’d been joking, but Calum only looked wearier. “Yzzy is more brittle than she seems. She’s been through a lot.”

	“You’re the one who died; you’ve got the most trauma here.” I sighed. “You’re overthinking it. I was willing to do anything to be able to talk to you again. I’m sure our sisters feel the same way.”

	“I know, but first I have to get Ysabel to even recognize me with her face-blindness.”

	Ysabel opened the door with her foot, carrying a tray of assorted small cookies. “I brought dessert—INTRUDER!”

	“You can see me?” Calum gulped. He turned to show the scar below his ear. “Have I still got my scar?”

	“CALUM?!” The tray slipped from her hands, clattering on the floor. By some miracle, the cookies remained on the tray even though half of them fell off the plate. I slipped forward and grabbed the tray, placing it on the dresser and saving the precious treats.

	“Yes, it’s me.” Calum swallowed, hard. “You look well, Yzzy.”

	“I’LL KILL YOU FOR PRETENDING TO BE MY BROTHER!” Ysabel grabbed Calum by the throat.

	“Wait! It’s really him! I’m a necromancer.” I yanked her arm away. “How can you touch him?”

	Ysabel let me push down her arm. “He’s… a ghost,” she said in a numb way.

	“Oh, good, I’m glad you believe us. Why do you believe us? Because I wouldn’t blame you for doubting us after you could strangle Calum.”

	“I’m fine,” Calum said. “She’s got tiny fingers.”

	Ysabel whispered, “I can tell if someone is alive as soon as I touch them.”

	That made sense, given her power.

	Ysabel flung her arms around Calum and squeezed him as if trying to smother the life out of him in a new fashion. “I’m so sorry! You died because of me!” Tears overflowed from her eyes.

	“It wasn’t your fault.” He returned the hug with equal ferocity. “Thank you for staying alive, Yzzy. When I returned from the grave, I couldn’t possibly have gotten any better news than to find you alive and well.”

	Personally, I felt relieved that no one was getting upset about me hiding my gift. Calum reached out and yanked me into the hug. Okay, this felt nice.

	Ysabel finally let go because her nose was snotting up. While she blew her nose, Calum wiped tears from his own eyes. They vanished as soon as they left his fingers. He was a very strange ghost, and that was coming from an expert.

	Throwing herself down on the nearest chair, Ysabel leaned her elbow on the armrest and adopted her usual commanding presence. “Normally, I would run to tell Bora immediately, but she and Antonia left the palace to prepare a surprise for Benoni. I don’t even know where exactly she went. That means you have time to tell me everything.”

	With the terrifying look in Ysabel’s eyes, I didn’t dare hold anything back.

	While eating cookies, I started at the beginning: Calum’s first appearance and how I’d resurrected him. I only left out the graverobbing.

	Ysabel’s face contorted with pain. I stopped talking.

	She closed her eyes, then opened them. “You’ve worked a miracle, Benoni. Thank you for saving Calum and bringing him back home.”

	“Aren’t you angry I kept all of this a secret from you?” I asked.

	“I wish you’d told me. You shouldn’t have borne this burden on your own.” Ysabel exhaled. “But I understand why you didn’t tell me. The truth is, I went through a very dark time after Calum…” She couldn’t finish the sentence. “If I’d discovered that he turned into a lost soul unable to reach heaven or even exist as a ghost, I would have been devastated. You kept it from me in order to protect me. How can I be angry about that? I can only thank you.” She turned to Calum. “That’s what I should have said to you, too. Not I’m sorry but Thank you. Thank you for saving my life, big brother. I love you.”

	“Yzzy…” His eyes misted over. “I love you too.”

	“About me being a necromancer…” My voice trailed off.

	“Surely, you didn’t think I’d blame you for that? Gifts are gifts. They aren’t good or evil. Jiang was a horrible person because of what he did with his power.”

	“But your church forbids necromancy.”

	“The church also says I have to be a virgin in order to heal. Now I have a husband and child, and I’m still saving lives.” Lowering her voice, she whispered, “Some priests have gotten very weird about it. They can’t decide if my daughter is holy or cursed.”

	“Then you won’t be scared if I summon a zombie through the floorboards right now?”

	“AHHHHHHHHH!” Ysabel and Calum screamed together, leaping up and hugging each other.

	I laughed. I hadn’t been able to resist teasing them. “There aren’t even any corpses here.”

	“Don’t ruin my attempt to be a cool big sister.” Ysabel glared. “Even if necromancy is an amazing power that saved my family, zombies are scary.”

	“That’s right! Zombies are terrifying. Finally, someone has the normal reaction.” Calum nodded. “We both have zombie trauma.”

	When I remembered zombies had been holding Ysabel down while Calum was murdered, I thought I might have gone too far. “Sorry.”

	Ysabel sat back down. “I meant what I said. I respect you for helping ghosts pass along. You know, we might have both gotten our powers from each other. Some scholars believe that powers result from experiences we go through. I might have developed the ability to heal because I wanted to save your life so badly, and you might have developed necromancy because I brought you back from the brink of death.”

	What an interesting way of looking at it. We had marked each other. “I think I got the better of that bargain.”

	“I’m at peace with my gift now. It brought me to where I needed to be.” She smiled.

	Sometimes, I envied my sister for the certainty that faith brought her. I’d met too many miserable and wronged ghosts to believe that good would always triumph over evil, but I would have liked to believe it if I could.

	“Tell me the rest.” She gestured at me.

	Since we’d reached the part of the story that Calum remembered, he added interjections. When I described my first signs of decay, I quickly added, “But we already found a solution, and I’m healthy now.”

	Ysabel pinched the bridge of her nose. “You really should have told me about that. No thanks this time. I mean it.”

	“We didn’t want to dig up old trauma,” Calum muttered, hanging his head.

	“Benoni was injured and suffering! I could have helped. His pain outweighs my emotions.”

	“You just admitted it would have been traumatizing for you,” Calum pointed out.

	I cleared my throat. “Then the Dragon Emperor proposed marriage.”

	As expected, this completely distracted Ysabel. She leaned forward, wide-eyed. “Tell me more.”

	I’d considered putting a diplomatic spin on the story, but I decided against it for now. Ysabel was the most levelheaded and politically savvy of us siblings. She would surely understand that it wouldn’t be expedient to get any further revenge on Emperor Julong. Maybe she could even help me figure out how much of this story would be safe to tell everyone else.

	Ysabel’s face kept getting blanker as I told the story. When I reached the climax, she interrupted. “You can raise dragons? If Jiang could have done that, I’d be dead and he’d be ruling the world.”

	Why did everyone keep saying that? “I have no interest in ruling the world; I just want to relax with enough money to survive—” Wait a moment! Since I didn’t break off the engagement but instead married the stupid emperor, I wouldn’t get the cancelation money. I had nothing for all my efforts. I should have looted the underground palace for all those gemstones no one was using. Or I could have at least stolen one valuable from the palace. The emperor’s crown must be worth a lot. I should have taken Julong’s crown instead of his robe. But I’d been too busy acting cool. Dammit! My forty thousand aracoins!

	While I stuttered in shock and went through the stages of grief, Calum took over. “Benoni was amazing. You should have seen him put that dragon in his place.”

	When we’d finished, Ysabel sat still with her hands folded on her lap for so long, I wondered if we’d bored her to sleep. Then she said, “It’s okay, little brother. I will fix this. You’ll be free of that scum after I MAKE YOU A WIDOWER!”

	“Whoa, no, you were supposed to understand.” I gulped. “I need Julong’s power to keep my body from decaying.”

	“Yes, of course.” Ysabel placed a hand over her eyes. I dared to feel relieved. Then she screamed, “I’LL SETTLE FOR RIPPING OFF HIS ARMS, LEGS, WINGS, AND DICK SO IT CAN NEVER TOUCH YOU!”

	“Wait!” I shouted, but Ysabel had already run out the door.

	I chased after her. “Kaine!” she called.

	King Kaine of Conollia ran up the stairs, a bit of cheese hanging out of his mouth. He swallowed it down. “What’s wrong? Another assassin? A fashion disaster? Dead flowers?” When he reached her, his hand went up to touch her cheek. “Have you been crying?” His tone turned soft and deadly.

	Ysabel said, “I need you to destroy the Faan Empire.”

	“Wait—” I tried to interject, but no one was listening to me. 

	“I can annihilate an entire empire? You’re not going to get angry about wall-destruction or flower-trampling?” Kaine bounced on the balls of his feet. “This is an early birthday present.”

	“Raze their buildings and salt the fields.” A maniacal glint filled Ysabel’s eyes. “Put every man, woman, and child to the sword.”

	“I don’t usually go that far,” Kaine said.

	Calum caught up behind me. “She’s not serious. I think she’s not serious.”

	I called, “Everyone in Faan was good to me except the emperor.”

	“Oh, fine, cancel the nation-destruction.” Ysabel pouted. “I still need you to beat up a dragon.”

	“That’s almost as good,” Kaine said. “Dear, I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but that man with the odd magical aura looks uncannily like your deceased brother.”

	Even Kaine could see Calum now?

	I cried, “If you attack the emperor, then you’ll make war on Faan and die from broken oaths.”

	“I still have Jiang’s old oath-breaking cane,” Ysabel said.

	Kaine shrugged. “Ever since Ysabel and I swapped part of each other’s gifts, my healing ability is so strong, I could survive my heart stopping once.”

	This sounded like a fascinating story. But more importantly, I had to stop a global war!

	Calum strode forward and knocked Ysabel lightly on the head. “Yzzy, aren’t you supposed to be the sensible one in the family?”

	I chimed in, “Yeah, didn’t you stop Kaine from invading the Holy City?”

	“Completely different circumstances,” Ysabel protested. “The Holy City had petunias in bloom. I’m pretty sure petunias don’t grow in Faan.”

	“Actually, they do,” I said. “The Imperial Palace has amazing gardens. And the gardens partly belong to me as Emperor-Consort, so I insist you can’t destroy them.”

	Kaine sighed. “Aww, I knew it was too good to be true.”

	In a more-serious voice, I said, “Ysabel, my husband-in-name-only is my business to handle. I took the revenge I wanted. And I made the decision to leave him alive so I can be free of my deadly decay rather than kill him.”

	Ysabel took several deep breaths. Her fists unclenched. “When did you become so mature, you brat?” She patted my back. “If you ever want your jerk husband dead, you know where to find us.”

	Kaine’s eyes sparkled. “I’ve been itching to fight the Dragon Emperor since he doesn’t appear in the World Games. I would love dragon horns to hang on my wall.”

	The Dragon Emperor (or Empress) was considered an entity too powerful to be contained by the enchanted stadium. Unofficially, dragons had always been proud and unwilling to swear the life-oaths to participate in the World Games. No one wanted to fight them, anyway. Instead, Faan had an agreement to neither gain nor lose territory in the Games. It allowed Faan a unique degree of independence from the rest of the world.

	I smiled in a noncommittal way. “It’s good to have a supportive family.”

	“Speaking of family—” Ysabel gestured at Calum. “Dear, this is the real Calum who returned as a ghost. Benoni is a necromancer.”

	Kaine clapped Calum on the back, sending him staggering. “He’s solid! Benoni, you’re a much more talented necromancer than the fake priest.”

	“I’m a bit confused by his solidity too,” I admitted. “Uh, let’s call it my natural talent.”

	“We have to show—” Ysabel whispered into Kaine’s ear.

	“Right!” His face lit up. “We’ll be back,” he said, then he picked Ysabel up in order to run down the stairs at top speed.

	We retreated to wait in my room instead of out in the open hallway where anyone might pass by and see me talking to thin air. I still wasn’t quite ready to come out as a necromancer to all of Arahasnor. I wiped sweat off my forehead. “To think that I thought Ysabel would be more reasonable than Bora.”

	“You did?” Calum gazed at me as if I’d gone insane. “Sometimes, I forget that you didn’t grow up with Yzzy. She’s the person to call if you want revenge, not rationality.”

	“Bora’s good at revenge too,” I disagreed. “You haven’t seen her in years. She went through a stage where people called her the Blood Duchess. Do you remember that asshole ex who stole her money? Bora threw him in jail. She took him down herself, no second chances. It was amazing.”

	“Does that mean Ysabel found out what happened to Bora?”

	“I… guess?”

	“I have serious doubts if that man survived in jail.”

	Looking into my brother’s eyes, I decided not to check. It would be better if I didn’t incriminate my family.

	Kaine opened the door. Ysabel entered, holding my niece. “Calum, meet Calli. Calli, meet your uncle Calum and your namesake. He’s a ghost.” She set Calli down on the floor.

	The air around Calum turned warmer. He looked in shock. I didn’t think he’d noticed his emotions affecting the room.

	Lustrous black curls fell over Calli’s big brown eyes and her oval face. She wore an olive-green dress ending in white lace. Taking her blanket out of her mouth, she asked, “Why is my uncle a ghost?”

	Alas, the answer was Because your uncle was brutally murdered, so everyone froze up. After a moment, I said, “Because I’m an amazingly talented necromancer who brought him back.”

	To change the subject, Ysabel clapped. “Calli, would you like to show your uncle your new handstand?”

	Calli’s small eyes lit up. She handed her mother her blanket, then flipped onto her hands.

	Calum applauded loudly. “Very impressive!”

	This won him her favor. She jumped on him, poking and prodding him. “Why can I touch you if you’re a ghost? Why are you wearing a black coat? Do you have cool ghost powers? Does ghost hair grow back if you cut it off?”

	“We could test that last one. Want to yank off a strand of my hair? Only one.” He uncoiled a single hair from his curls.

	Calli grabbed it and pulled. The hair vanished into thin air as soon as it left his head. “Awww.” She gazed at her empty hands.

	This was interesting for me to witness. I wondered how else we could experiment.

	“We’re still figuring out the answers to your other questions.” Calum tugged at his collar. “The armored coat might be because I’m a guardian ghost.”

	“What’s a guardian ghost?”

	“I hoped you wouldn’t ask that.” Calum winced. “I’m not sure. But I do have powers. Want to see a scythe? You have to stand back.”

	Immediately, Calli let him go. Calum materialized his silver scythe, the long blade gleaming. He’d gotten better at that.

	Calli ran forward and tried to touch it, but he held it over her head. “Careful! It’s sharp.”

	Turning to her parents, Calli asked, “Can I have a scythe?”

	Kaine opened his mouth. Ysabel stepped on her husband’s foot. “Not until you’re older.”

	Carriage wheels crunched across the ground below. Calli cried, “Antonia is back! Wait until you see what she got. She already told me but I promised not to say.” Calli ran for the door, the novelty of a new uncle forgotten compared to whatever surprise Antonia had planned.

	“I’ll keep an eye on her.” Kaine followed.

	“She’s a cute kid. Congratulations.” Calum swallowed, his eyes misting. “You didn’t have to name your daughter after me.”

	I coughed. “Ysabel’s pet snake is named Evilrina.”

	Calum’s eyes widened. “Naming Calli after me was an excellent decision. Never try to think up an original name again.”

	“It was actually Kaine’s idea. We had a deal that I could name a boy and he could name a girl. I was going to name her Calum if she’d been a boy, so he suggested the female version of your name even though it meant giving up his turn to pick.” Smiling, Ysabel gazed down the hallway where her husband had left.

	There was such love in her eyes that it gave my heart a pang of jealousy. I’d bound myself into an arranged marriage impulsively and out of necessity. In my studies for a way to save Calum, I’d never had time for a serious romance. Only now did it hit me that I’d given up the ability to ever marry someone I loved as deeply as my sister and her husband adored each other.

	But that didn’t mean I could never find love, right? Surely, I could explain to potential lovers about my arrangement in name only with a man I’d never even kissed. It did seem like a handicap, though. Everyone had baggage, but mine was dragon-sized.

	Ysabel suddenly slapped her forehead. “Evilrina! We left in such a rush to heal you, I forgot to arrange someone to look after her.” She reached into her shoulder bag and pulled out a book. Flipping open the pages, she called, “Alzira, are you there?”

	A low, agonized voice growled, “Your Holiness, you left without me… How could you…”

	“It was all because I needed someone to look after Evilrina. Do you have a pen? I have instructions on feeding and cleaning her tank. Please, you’re the only one I can count on. Everyone else became too scared to go near her after she outgrew her last tank. Thank you!”

	As she spoke with her bodyguard through the book, I turned to Calum. “Come on, we need to tell Bora about you.”

	Ysabel closed the book. “Let’s not do it in a public place where people will be confused about the ghost. We need to break it to her gently. I’ll bring her up to your room.”

	That seemed like a better idea. We only had to wait a few minutes before Ysabel returned. As they came down the hallway, I heard her say, “We’ve got a surprise.”

	“Me, too,” Bora said brightly.

	“It’s a family matter.”

	“So is our surprise.”

	Ysabel took a deep breath. “Calum is a ghost.” Then she opened the door.

	Bora swayed on her feet. I thought she might faint, but she gripped the doorframe to stop herself from falling. Calum ran forward to grab her. “I can hug you, too.”

	This started Bora crying in earnest. It took a while to calm her down and tell the entire story.

	As we moved to Julong’s part of the story, Bora’s tears were replaced by a cold aura of rage. “I knew that damn dragon had horrible taste from the moment he refused to conquer Arahasnor! Where does he get off thinking he’s good enough to be forced to marry my brother? Much less choke my brother?”

	Ysabel whispered in her ear.

	I cleared my throat. “If anyone were to assassinate Julong, then I’d lose my ability to keep Calum around. Don’t do that.”

	“We won’t do anything without your permission. As promised, this is your matter to handle.” Ysabel’s eyes were very cold. “We’re making backup plans.”

	Without knocking, Antonia kicked open the door. “Check out the new member of our family!” She held a lovely Birman cat with silky fur, blue eyes, and four white paws.

	Ysabel said, “We have a new member of the family too. Our older brother came back as a ghost. Calum, meet your other niece Antonia.”

	From behind in the hallway, Ari muttered, “Ysabel always has to top her sister, doesn’t she?” His arms crossed over his blue silk shirt with a high collar.

	“In all fairness, this was my surprise.” I attempted a smile. “I’m a necromancer.”

	Antonia set down her cat. “I believe you, but I don’t see anyone.”

	“I can’t either,” Ari said.

	The cat wandered over and sniffed around Calum. I couldn’t tell if it had noticed or not. In my experience, cats had a stronger sense for the supernatural than any other animal, but it wasn’t perfect.

	Calum had opened his mouth for a greeting, which changed into a frown. “Kaine and Calli could see me… Maybe I should try harder to become visible.” He gritted his teeth. It made him look constipated.

	“It’s based on family,” I said with slow realization. “The guardian-ghost ritual must create a guardian for the entire family.” No wonder it required relatives’ bones. “Kaine is Ysabel’s husband, so he legally counts as family.” I looked between Bora and Ari. “But you two never married. And Antonia was legally adopted by Ari but not Bora.”

	Antonia’s face turned red. “I don’t count as family?”

	“Of course you’re family,” I said. “Magic doesn’t care about feelings or love, though. Magic needs rituals like marriage, because it always demands a price.”

	Antonia’s voice wavered. “Calli can see him, but I can’t?”

	Looking very upset, Ari pushed his way into the room and knelt by Bora’s chair. “Love of my life, I know that your parents soured you on the entire concept of marriage. I’m happy as long as you’re with me, but I’ve always wanted to marry you. Now we have a rather important reason. You’d make me the happiest person in the world if you’d accept my proposal.”

	Bora took his hand. “For you, I would be delighted. I love you far more than any of my old uncertainties and insecurities.”

	“This is beautiful,” Calum sniffled, wiping a tear from his eye.

	Antonia looked away but not so fast I didn’t see her grin. She’d planned this on the spot. That sneaky little mastermind would be a menace to global politics someday.
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	I was too tired to keep on telling my story. Instead, I let Ysabel take over. I pled exhaustion as an excuse to get my room back. As soon as the door closed, the lie became truth.

	I slept through most of the day. When I next opened my eyes, the setting sun spilled through the curtains. My recent near-murder had drained me. Around the castle, I heard people celebrating. Bora must be popular, because everyone sounded thrilled about her marriage. I put my pillow over my head.

	The reveals had gone better than I’d ever hoped. I’d gotten to see a new side of Ysabel—it felt like I’d met the real Ysabel for the first time. Maybe our family could become closer and start to repair the old damage.

	It felt like I was home. It felt like everything was over. I held a bit of curiosity about what had caused the breach in Faan, but it was no longer my concern.

	As if in response to the thought, chains tightened around my neck. I would swear it felt like metal pressed just close enough to be uncomfortable. My hands went up to the unwanted tattoo.

	I felt only skin. The sensation was gone. Perhaps I’d imagined it out of trauma.

	My eyes slipped closed, and I drifted off into sleep again.

	In my dream, I stood in my former bedroom in Faan. It felt so familiar, my heart rate sped up. I didn’t want to be in this place. I tried to change this to a new dream or wake up.

	Julong sprawled on the bed, his robe open to reveal the dark hair trailing down his chest. “We need to talk, husband.”



	Chapter Twelve

	I backed away. “What are you doing in my dream?” When I reached the door, it had vanished. Only wall remained. I was trapped. What kind of nightmare had my subconscious dragged up? “I knew I shouldn’t have eaten the sixth cookie. I’ve given myself indigestion.”

	“Isn’t this what you wanted?” Julong prowled over on bare feet. His horns gleamed in the soft light. “You bound yourself to me in marriage.” In one swift movement, he pinned both my wrists above my head against the wall. “You wanted my eyes on you.” He bent down, his lips tickling my ear as he whispered, “Now you have my undivided attention.”

	The heat of his breath left chills running down me. It was difficult to tell if this was a nightmare or a fantasy. I’d never wanted to be near him in real life again, but in a dream, it was safe. Maybe a fake fling was how my subconscious wanted to work out my last lingering anger. That powerful body pressed against me, and I swallowed hard.

	“Did you want me to chase you?” Julong whispered. “Where did you run off to?”

	The question roused my suspicions. Suddenly, this all felt a little too real. My dreams, at least to the limited extent I recalled them, had never before been so vivid. I could smell his hair and see every last pore on his face. “This isn’t a dream.”

	“What makes you so certain?” Julong planted a kiss on my neck. “Did you never fantasize about this?”

	I gasped, not sure if it was pleasure or fear. In a dream, I couldn’t summon up any giant skeletons. No matter how hard I tried to wake up, it didn’t seem to be working. Without my magic, I was smaller and weaker. I brought up my knee to kick him, but he pinned my leg against the wall with his weight. “Let go of me, or I’ll make you pay when I wake up. I went easy on your palace because your guards were polite. Next time, I’ll burn it down.”

	“Are you sure you want me to let go?” Julong released me and stepped back. From the way his gaze swept my face, I hadn’t managed to hide my perspiration. “I could feel your heart racing under mine.”

	Julong no longer gazed at me with the amusement of a cat with a toy but rather as the catnip he’d gotten drunk off. For a moment, it nearly convinced me this was a dream after all. I’d always wanted him to take me seriously. And yes, there had been a time when I wanted him to stare at me with such burning desire in his eyes. However, it seemed unlikely nearly murdering him would provoke such a change of feeling.

	The fear I felt hammering under my pulse was entirely real. I’d stopped being scared of nightmares when I’d started seeing dead people. At that point, dreams couldn’t compare to my real life. My sincere survival instinct kicking in convinced me I must actually be talking to the real emperor.

	“The marriage must have created a psychic bond.” I sat down on the desk chair with one leg crossed on my lap. Better not to show fear in front of a predator. Adopting a casual tone, I said, “Why don’t you drop the charming act? Even being strangled by you would be better than your nauseating fake smile.”

	Julong seemed to realize the gig was up, and he looked awkward, looming over me. He sat in the armchair. “You’re too smart to be fooled. I like that. I might not have gotten your location, but I’ll find out soon enough. We’ll see each other again. You confirmed that you want me.”

	Honestly, I’d rather him notice that part than the terror. “At the moment, I want you to go to hell or at least get out of my dream.”

	“There’s information you need to know.” His tone shifted to business mode. “I’ve realized you were framed by whoever opened the breach, probably because you were too good at banishing ghosts. I’d already switched to ordering the guards to take you alive when you invaded.”

	I considered it a toss-up if he was lying or not. He also might have ordered the guards to take me alive because he couldn’t kill me openly without rousing the wrath of my family. It didn’t matter either way. “Oh, so, you only tried to murder me over a misunderstanding. All is forgiven.”

	“I’m pleased you’re reasonable—Is that sarcasm?”

	“Yes, do dragons not have sarcasm?”

	“It’s emperors who tend to forget about it. People take everything I say too seriously for me to make jokes.” He smiled with such humor that it nearly convinced me to smile back, but I restrained myself. “We have a common enemy.”

	“Nope, your enemy is now your problem. I’m rooting for you two to destroy each other.”

	“I will certainly catch and kill the real culprit. It’s the least I can do to make recompense to you. Try to understand. I believed you’d stolen the contract in order to control me and my empire. The consequences of someone unworthy becoming my consort could have been catastrophic. I acted to protect my people, as I killed my father to protect my mother. She’d faked her death to escape him. When he found her again, she was ready to truly take her own life if she had to go back.”

	“I told you before, I’m not going to reveal your secret, and I don’t care about your sob story.”

	He inhaled deeply. “You’re making it difficult to apologize to you.”

	“I don’t want an apology.” I recoiled in sincere surprise. “You wouldn’t mean it, or at least not for the right reasons. As far as I’m concerned, we’re even. I took the revenge I wanted. I’d rather have you pay me back in magical power for the rest of our lives than a half-assed, insincere apology.”

	“You’re as cold as a dragon.” He smiled, slowly and darkly. “You’ve proven yourself worthy of the throne, though you may yet regret seizing it.”

	I growled warningly, “I’m not interested in using my power to help you or your country. You owe me; I don’t owe you anything.”

	“After my mistake, our agreement to banish the ghosts was broken.” He agreed so easily, it worried me. “But you will find Faan has a hold over you still. As for me—”

	“Please don’t tell me the marriage forces you to develop feelings for me,” I blurted out. I never would have done something so twisted if I’d considered the possibility.

	“Of course not.” His surprise reassured me that he was telling the truth. “No ritual can force feelings. There isn’t even a gift capable of making anyone fall in love. Fewer dragons would die if we had a way to control who we fell in love with. But now that we’re bound together, we need to make it work.”

	“You say ‘we,’ but this is not my problem, only yours. Why are you here?”

	“I’d meant to wait until we’d established a better relationship, but I won’t deny it if you ask me so bluntly. I believe we would suit each other.”

	“No, no, no. Do not say what you’re about to say.”

	He leaned forward. “You saw my real face, and in return, you showed me yours. From the moment I saw the beautiful monster hiding behind your mask, I was fascinated.”

	“I refuse to believe you fell in love or even lust with me because I stabbed you. You’re trying to use me for my power.” Or this could be an attempt at revenge by playing with my feelings only to later humiliate me.

	Painstakingly, he leaned even closer. When had his chair moved? I leaned backward but not fast enough, not before I once again caught that masculine scent. Sparks danced down his body, electrifying the air. “To marry into the imperial family, you need strength. To marry a dragon, you need loyalty. When you came back for your brother, I saw an unbreakable loyalty that could endure time and even death. What can I do to obtain even a fraction of that perfect love for myself?”

	Staring straight into the depths of his blue eyes as deep as the ocean, I did not know if I believed him. What kind of weirdo developed a crush on the first person to slit his throat? Was he a masochist? It would have been better if he was lying. The hunger in his eyes frightened me.

	“Do you think you can fool me with such a fake act?” I stuck one finger to his forehead and pushed him away. “I’m not an idiot. You want revenge.”

	I was not as certain as I pretended. But my pride preferred to disbelieve him if there was any chance of him faking it. Besides, a firm rejection seemed like the best response either way. I wasn’t foolish enough to let the man who’d strangled me come close enough to try it again in real life.

	“I’ll have all the time in the world to convince you, now we’re bonded.” He took my finger and licked it. I yanked back as if he’d shocked me. “A dragon only loves once. For me, there can only be you, from now until the day we die together. Remember, you chose this yourself.”

	I sneered. “Get used to passionate celibacy.”

	He had the nerve to look surprised at my rejection. At a guess, someone so handsome, rich, and powerful was used to easy forgiveness. I stared back with all the coldness I could muster. It did not work. His frown shifted into a smile.

	“Are you not curious about the mark around your neck?” Julong regarded me with half-lidded eyes, elbow resting on the armrest and chin in hand.

	Believe it or not, I’d forgotten about that. “Is the tattoo a sign of dragon marriage or the imperial throne? Why a chain? What does it mean?”

	“I’ll answer your question if you answer mine.”

	What question? Oh, he meant how to make me love him. “There’s nothing you can do that would ever convince me to fall in love with you. You’re too late. Not so much because you crossed an unforgivable line but because I don’t care enough to give you a chance.”

	He only smiled. “That answer at least lets me measure the extent of your resistance. Here’s a partial answer in return. All magic has a price. The power that you’re drawing from me to preserve your beloved brother, and the power of being Emperor-Consort of Faan… you have not yet learned what you must pay for both.”

	“If you’re going to be useless, then please never show up in my dreams again. In fact, never show your face before me again.”

	If he truly had feelings for me instead of faking it, then I would have expected him to look hurt. Instead, his smile turned predatory. “Since you’re my consort and I wronged you once, I’ll grant your wish this time. I won’t appear before you again… until you return to my side. When you do, I’ll take that as your permission to pursue you.”

	Absolutely not. I’d learned my lesson about making deals I didn’t fully understand, and his confidence disturbed me. “I reject—”

	The dream world faded away before I could finish speaking, confirming my suspicious that he controlled it.

	I woke up with my sheets and blanket flung onto the floor. My dream remained so vividly in my memory that I knew it had been real. I was drenched in sweat. The chain around my neck throbbed. A chill ran down my body, as if I’d been dunked in ice water. For a brief moment, I would swear I felt a million hands grab me and a million voices scream into my ear.

	Then it was gone, leaving my heartbeat roaring in my ears. I’d never experienced anything like that before. It had felt almost like ghosts clinging to me, but the ghosts had never touched me. Had this been the price Julong had hinted at?

	I should have asked the damn lizard more questions back when I’d had a sword at his throat.
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	It was difficult to say what we were celebrating. Initially, the plan had been to celebrate my recovery and Antonia’s new cat. It had warped into an engagement party for Bora and Ari, and a celebration of Calum’s return, though most of the guests couldn’t see him and didn’t know about him.

	Tables of food spread out down the pebbled garden pathway. The square of flowers in the middle had been fenced off to prevent damage, under Ysabel’s orders. Wooden tables and chairs had been set up around the fountain. Every employee in the castle had come out to celebrate, with the party spreading out in a circle around the building. In the distance, I could hear that someone had started an impromptu violin performance.

	I reclined on a lounge chair, eating blueberry muffins. Bora had made my favorite pastry personally. Calli slept on top of me. I’d volunteered to watch her nap because I felt too tired to do much else. I hadn’t slept well.

	Kaine was doing his best to consume an entire table of meat dishes single-handedly. The orc squad followed him around, tossing their insubstantial weapons at him and shouting challenges. Since they couldn’t actually touch him, I let them have their fun.

	Ari and Calum sat in a bench mostly out of sight behind a bush. The engagement alone hadn’t been enough to turn Calum visible—marriage must be needed. They were communicating through a paper with the alphabet and some common words. Calum couldn’t quite move objects, but he’d managed to cast a shadow on what he wanted to say. Even with the slowness, Ari had been determined to talk.

	Antonia held court in a wooden rocking chair, petting the new cat in her lap. She was taking name suggestions for her pet.

	“Snow!” someone called from the crowd.

	“No, that fur is more silvery than white,” another person disagreed. “How about Moonlight?”

	Seated to Antonia’s left, Ysabel said, “Let’s get more creative than colors. I suggest Fang of Death.”

	On the right side, Bora giggled. “You’re as bad at names as always.”

	“No, I like that one.” Antonia chucked under the cat’s chin. She (I’d asked and been told the cat’s gender) purred. She was a very tolerant cat despite all the noise going on around us. That seemed good for a first pet.

	“What about the Blood Duchess?” someone near me shouted.

	“Excellent! For old time’s sake!” The crowd took up a cheer.

	Antonia frowned slightly. Perhaps picking up on it, Bora said, “But I’m about to become a duchess. It could get confusing.”

	Ari walked over and whispered into Antonia’s ear.

	“Nimbus! Because she’s soft and fluffy. I love it.” Antonia beamed. “Thank you for the suggestion, Uncle Calum,” she called—in the wrong direction, but it was the thought that counted. Calum flashed her a thumbs-up. Holding up her cat, Antonia declared, “Her name is Nimbus.”

	The crowd cheered, with a few groans from people who were disappointed at not winning. Then they dispersed, converging on the food tables.

	Tiny fingers grabbed my wrist. Calli giggled. “Did I steal your necro-manshy?”

	I patted her head. “Sorry, no.”

	“Aw.” Calli pouted. Lately, she’d been trying to figure out her gift. It was not a guarantee she’d have magic, but with two parents possessing gifts, it was very likely. “Can I yank your hair out and heal it?”

	“I’d rather not.” I looked around to make sure Ysabel hadn’t been close enough to hear. “Please don’t try to heal people. It would terrify your mother.”

	“Why?”

	I struggled to explain. “Bad people kidnapped your mother for her gift. She doesn’t want you to suffer like she did.”

	Calli wrapped her blanket closer. “Bad guys tried to kidnap me once because they thought my dad was the Sun God. Dad said that he was actually my dad and he’d send them to heck. Mom covered my ears and eyes so I couldn’t watch.” She sounded disappointed.

	“You probably didn’t want to see.”

	“I did want to see! Antonia has seen loads of corpses, but I haven’t even seen one. It’s not fair.” Calli placed two fingers on her forehead and scrunched up her brow. “I’m going to read your mind like Uncle Alesh. Are you thinking about raising a zombie army for me so I can see a dead body?”

	I jerked my eyes away from the plate. “Sorry, no, I was thinking about eating the last muffin. Do you want it?”

	Unfortunately, she did. She grabbed it with both hands and ate fast.

	I nobly did not protest. “Magic runs in families, but the type of magic doesn’t. You’re no more likely to have our gifts than any other magic.”

	“Why?”

	“No one is sure. Some people think the type of magic depends on our personalities; others believe it’s based on important experiences, or it could be random. Recently, someone discovered a new gift for making trains move on railways, and that didn’t even exist before the first horse-drawn railcars. Magic is constantly in flux.”

	I might have lost my niece with the long explanation. She sucked on her blanket. “I want an ability to make more blankets.” She threw hers in the air. Nothing happened except it falling back down on her head.

	Undeterred, Calli tried to breathe ice. Then she commanded the grass to grow. When she tried to throw herself off the couch to bounce, I stopped her. Finally, she scrunched up her face and tried to turn invisible. After I delivered the bad news that I could still see her, she pouted.

	To cheer her up, I asked, “Want to see something neat?” I looked around. “We’ve gotta duck behind a bush so no one can see.”

	Wide-eyed, Calli nodded.

	I knelt down behind the holly bush, where I could weakly sense bones. I raised a mouse skeleton straight out of the ground, shaking off dirt as it emerged.

	“Oooooooooooo!” Calli clapped her hands. “A dead mouse is cooler than a human. Antonia has never seen a mouse skeleton.”

	I made the mouse stand on its hind legs and do a dance. “Want to know the names of all the bones?” Then at least this would be an educational lesson so my sister couldn’t possibly complain.

	“Uh-huh!”

	I studied bones for my gift. I could name them all by heart. When she started to look bored of learning, I made the mouse run up her leg and down again.

	“Can I keep the mouse as a pet?” she asked. “Antonia got a cat. It’s only fair.” Her lower lip wobbled and she clasped her hands together. “Pleeeeeeeeease?”

	Now that Calum was back, I’d have to compete for favorite-uncle status. “Well—”

	“Benoni,” my sister hissed from behind me. Ysabel had been summoned by her maternal instincts. Her arms crossed and her hair stood on end. The look on her face would have terrified a dragon.

	I hung my head. “Sorry, the mouse needs to go back into the dirt.”

	“And someone needs to go to bed.” Ysabel scooped up her daughter.

	“I’m not sleepy,” Calli protested, but her eyes were slipping closed.

	When Ysabel returned, she glared at me again. I said, “In my defense, it was an educational session on necromancy. We learned about bones.”

	Ysabel rolled her eyes. “I don’t mind you showing Calli your gift, but you can’t promise her a pet. The skeletons only move for as long as you directly control them. How do you think Calli would feel when her new pet stops moving?”

	Yikes, I’d clearly made a mistake. “I’m sorry. I just wanted to be favorite uncle.”

	Ysabel slapped my back. “It’s fine. You’re a natural with kids. You don’t talk down to her.” She cleared her throat. “It’s been good, talking to you like this. We haven’t had enough time to talk one-on-one.”

	Slowly, I smiled. “I feel the same way. I’m finally meeting the real you.”

	“I used to try to act kind and noble in the letters I wrote you because everyone expects me to be perfect.”

	“Hate to break it to you, but Bora and Calum already told me all your embarrassing stories.”

	“I don’t need to pretend, then.” She grinned and stretched her arms over her head. “What a relief. If anyone gives you trouble about being a necromancer, let me know. You don’t have to worry about keeping it a secret. Everyone knows better than to mess with me in this city.”

	“Is it true that you killed Bora’s ex?” I spoke fast, without thinking.

	She glanced at me sidelong. “Depends on if you’d tell Bora. She was so proud about handling it herself. But she’s too soft. I couldn’t let that monster off with a few years in jail after everything he did to her.”

	“I won’t say a word. I’m glad you did it.” I’d gotten a front-row seat to all my sister’s trauma, even though she’d tried to hide her eating disorder from me. A laugh bubbled up from under my chest. Funny, for years, I’d felt the most distant from Ysabel, but it turned out we had the most in common of all my siblings. The necromancer and the holy maiden, the two ruthless ones? She might understand what I’d done to save Calum. I wasn’t going to talk, though. Secrets were best kept by only one person.

	Kaine came over and put an arm around Ysabel. The orcs had finally given up on stalking him. “I saved you the last chocolate truffle.” Then he popped it halfway into his mouth. What, did he want to be murdered by his own wife? I braced myself for violence.

	Ysabel stood on her tiptoes and ate it from his lips. Oh, now I got it. They were staring into each other’s eyes soppily like they wanted to get started on baby number two.

	Feeling jealous again, I headed to the food table before everything vanished. By ducking under a few arms, I arrived in time to grab the last cinnamon roll.

	A hand fell on top of mine. “Sorry, I got there first and my fingers are already on it.”

	“Darn.” A sandy-blond man smiled at me. “I can’t complain about losing out to one of the infamously attractive trio of siblings.”

	There was a note of question in his tone, as if he was feeling out how I reacted to the compliment. I ran my eyes over him. He had a strong chin and a straight nose. Perhaps I could use a distraction from my sisters’ successful love lives and the obnoxious dragon stalking my dreams.

	A flash of lightning ran between our fingers. “Ow!” He recoiled.

	“Sorry. Static shock,” I said weakly. That had been a whole lot more than static. A burned smell rose off my cinnamon roll. It looked browned and inedible. My would-be suitor ran away, shaking his hand.

	As I fled the scene of the pastry-murder, my mind turned frantically. That lightning had borne a strong resemblance to a certain dragon’s. I glanced up, seeing only clear skies.

	Julong had said that he could have no other, but that only applied to him—right? A tendril of panic rose up under my chest. I should have read the fine print before marrying a dragon.

	With the food gone, the party wound down. Ysabel and Bora remained after everyone else had left, chatting by the fountain. From the way the two of them were whispering, either politics or fashion was being plotted. Kaine had gone into the kitchen to “help,” though in reality, I suspected he was finishing off all the leftovers. Antonia and Ari walked toward the castle.

	In the doorway, Antonia turned and pointed. “Hey, look, Uncle Benoni raised some zombies for entertainment.”

	I most certainly had not.

	My head turned to follow her finger. Two ghosts wearing Faan armor stood on the top of the castle. Their glow and lack of smell distinguished them to any necromancer as ghosts, not zombies. They must have teleported, or I would have sensed them sooner. They raised their bows to fire—straight at my sisters.


	Chapter Thirteen

	I cast a spell to bind the ghosts in place, honestly more confused than worried. Who in Faan would dare send ghosts after me, knowing that I was a necromancer? Ghostly arrows couldn’t even touch living people. I’d have to interrogate the ghosts about their motives after trapping them.

	Completely unaffected by my magic, the ghost archers fired.

	For the first time, I felt panic. If my powers weren’t working, I no longer knew what was going on or even felt certain if these men were ghosts. I only knew that my sisters could be in danger.

	Turning around, I lunged for Ysabel and Bora.

	Ari moved even faster, extending a hand. A ring glowed and formed a shield.

	And Calum moved the fastest of all. As if summoned by the danger, he appeared in front of Bora. No, his form overlapped with Bora’s.

	Two arrows bounced off the shield. The arrows were solid?!

	The archers pointed at me.

	Bora ran forward, leaping in front of me. The arrows bounced off her palms. Bora had never been able to make objects bounce off her skin.

	I confess at this point, I’d started to think I was in another hyperrealistic dream. Then Calum leapt out of Bora’s body and into mine.

	I let him in without thinking. He was my brother—I trusted him. I’d allowed myself to be possessed by ghosts before, but never before had I felt this amazing rush of power. We extended our hand, and I did not know who had decided to move. Our will was one. Whoever had targeted our sisters was about to die a second time.

	The ghosts dissolved into the wind. I’d never banished ghosts so easily, either. For that matter, I’d never banished them from a distance.

	The sky overhead had darkened in seconds, the air feeling heavy with rain. Ozone in the air warned of lightning before it came. Even with the palace and many tall trees, the lightning hit a holly bush—illuminating another archer.

	Calum and I extinguished the last ghost as fast as the flames mysteriously died down.

	When Calum popped out of me, my racing heart finally caught up with my brain. I collapsed to my knees.

	“I’m sorry for possessing you,” Calum said. “It was instinct.”

	“No, you did the right thing. What did you do?”

	Our conversation was interrupted by Kaine smashing the window and leaping out.
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	First, we clarified there were no other enemies in the area. Then there was the mandatory fussing: older siblings fussing over younger ones, romantic partners fussing, and everyone fussing over Antonia despite her looking annoyed about it.

	We settled in the parlor with mugs of hot tea. Except for Antonia, who faked tiredness to get everyone to stop asking her if she felt traumatized.

	I nudged Calum. “Bro, you’ve been holding out on us.”

	“I had no idea I could do that,” he said.

	Bora raised her hand. “When Calum possessed me, my gift got stronger. Usually, I can only bounce from great heights. I felt like I could bounce anything off my skin, even weapons. My gift has never been combat-capable before. Calum enhanced me.”

	Ysabel turned to me. “Benoni, you’re our necromancer. What happened?”

	“I made him into a guardian ghost,” I murmured. “The spell turned him into a guardian for our entire family. He develops abilities to interact with the world when we’re in danger. Enhancing our magic must be part of the family-protection package.”

	“Fascinating.” Ysabel nudged her dozing husband. “I wonder if Calum could possess Kaine and give him back his ability to steal gifts.” Kaine had lost that particular part of his power when he’d given my sister the ability to take others’ lives instead of her own. Half the room winced at the idea of Kaine becoming even more of a menace again.

	Calum stroked his chin. “I wonder if I could use my disguise gift while possessing someone. I haven’t been able to since dying. My price was flaky skin, so I can’t pay it anymore—but one of you could.”

	“I wonder how ghosts can shoot arrows,” Ari said, dragging us all back to the topic.

	I gnawed on my lip. “There are necromantic rituals to enhance ghosts into weapons, although I’ve never found a usable one. I’m sure they have them in Faan. Not just any necromancer could do it, though. I think it has to be whoever created the ghost plague.”

	I’d considered my list of suspects carefully. Julong might have been capable of hurting my sister to get revenge on me, but he wouldn’t have tried to kill me—our lives were bound together now. I also suspected he’d given me the lightning assist.

	Very few necromancers would be capable of stopping me from binding those ghosts. That implied power equal or close to mine, and I’d been told I was the Necromancer. It almost certainly must be whoever had originated the ghost plague, because I did not believe two such powerful necromancers existed besides me.

	“But why try to kill me after I already left Faan? I’m no longer stopping that person’s plans.” I shook my head. “I’m out of that fight.”

	“Whoever kills you kills Julong,” Ysabel said. “His enemies are likely to attack you as the easier target.”

	Oh, dear. I hadn’t thought of that. “But why attack you first?”

	Ysabel shrugged. “I’m the healer. It’s hard to kill anyone else without taking me and my gift down first.”

	It made a horrible sense. Her casual attitude disturbed me. Powerful people had turned her into a pawn and played games with her death too many times before. Kaine put an arm around her.

	I lowered my head. “I’m sorry.”

	To my surprise, everyone laughed. Bora patted my back. “We’ve all had our turns getting into trouble, and we’ve all been in way worse situations than that.”

	Ysabel tapped her chin. “Perhaps I should take Benoni with me to Conollia. We have amazing security against assassins in our home.”

	I hesitated. The offer was tempting, but I’d only recently endangered my sister and I didn’t want to do it again.

	“Just please don’t tell Alzira that I got attacked while I left her at home.” Ysabel fixed me with pleading eyes. She looked more scared than she had been when discussing her own attempted murder.

	I barely knew my sister’s bodyguard and didn’t understand why the room burst out laughing.
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	That night, I hoped not to see a certain dragon in my dreams. What I got was much worse.

	I was a farm girl, standing over a nest of slaughtered chickens and feeling cold fear about what this loss would mean for my family.

	I was a guard, patrolling the moat, feeling an icy hand reach up from the water and grab my ankle.

	I was a dancer, my feet bleeding as I twirled across the cracked floor, still forced to move by the ghost possessing me.

	I was a lost ghost curled up in a well, despairing that I’d been trapped there in death as well as life.

	I was a mayor, looking across a withered field and planning my journey to the capital. The Dragon Emperor must help us. It was his duty and his curse.

	A hundred different perspectives bombarded me. It felt like hands reaching out to clutch every part of my body. I screamed and screamed.

	When I woke up, a strangled cry on my lips, my body ached all over. It felt like handprint-shaped bruises on every inch of my skin. I yanked my nightshirt down but saw no visible marks. The chain around my neck burned.

	All power had a price, and I had been wrong to think I could cheat. I suspected I was only beginning to learn what price I would pay.

	The orcs and Calum hovered over me. Desolation said, “We thought we heard you scream.”

	“I sensed danger.” Calum looked around.

	I glared at the orcs. “Where have you three been? Someone tried to assassinate me last night.” I hadn’t time to call them, so I couldn’t really blame them. They often wandered off when bored. But the throbbing pain made me uncharitable.

	Bloodlust said, “We thought we sensed that worthless dragon in the storm.”

	“If we can’t fight Kaine, then at least we want to watch him fight the Dragon Emperor,” Toesmiter said.

	I rolled my eyes. “What would you do if you found Julong? You can’t talk to Kaine.”

	“I can!” Calum raised his hand. “Let me know if you find the dragon, and I’ll bring Kaine.”

	He was too late—the orcs had left to resume their optimistic dragon hunt.

	I glared. “Don’t encourage them. You need Julong alive.”

	“What if we let Kaine rip off a horn so the dragon doesn’t bother you again?” Calum suggested.

	“As absolutely horrible as it sounds, I might need to talk to Julong.” Except then Julong would act like I was welcoming him back into my life, as per the deal from the dream that I hadn’t agreed to. My head hurt even worse. I leaned back against the wall.

	“You look ill,” Calum said. “Should I call Ysabel?”

	My skin turned icy cold. I shivered. “That might be a good idea.”

	Whatever Calum saw on my face made him worried. He teleported away.

	Ysabel arrived at my doorstep, wrapped in a pale green shawl. “If you’re only suffering from a minor illness, it might not be worth a day of your life. Let me examine you first.”

	It had only gotten worse since I’d woken up. The chain tattooed to my neck felt like thorns digging into my skin. Sweat soaked my hair, yet I couldn’t stop shivering. “Please,” I begged, holding out my wrist. “Take away the pain.”

	Seeing the look in my eyes, she grabbed my hand at once.

	Nothing happened.

	Ysabel recoiled, shaking. “Impossible. I can heal any illness.”

	“This isn’t an illness. It’s a magical curse.” I touched my neck. It surprised me not to feel metal where the phantom collar dug into my skin.

	“I’ve healed curses, like Jiang’s decaying body.”

	“I’m not feeling my own pain. In my dream, it seemed as if I shared the pain of the people in Faan.” What the hell had I done to myself?

	“I’m a Holy Healer. I can remove all pain real enough to be felt.” Ysabel sounded furious. “Calum, possess me. You can enhance my power.”

	Before I could say anything, Calum faded into Ysabel’s body. They grabbed my wrist.

	For a moment, I was back in Faan, staring in disbelief at a withered field springing to life. Cheers of joy came from the crowd around me.

	Then I returned to my bedroom in the castle. The pain all over my body had faded, leaving only a slight heaviness around my neck.

	And Ysabel fell over sideways in a faint.
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	Kaine, Bora, Calum, and I all gathered around Ysabel’s bed. We weren’t the only people who wanted to be there, just the maximum that could fit. It came as a great relief when Ysabel threw off the hot-water bottle on her head and grumbled, “Would all of you stop fussing?”

	“Don’t get into any trouble that I can’t punch.” Kaine smoothed back her hair and kissed her forehead. “How are you feeling?”

	“Fine.” She was clearly not fine. Her face looked worryingly pale. Her gaze went to me. “Benoni?”

	“I’m healthy now.” I tried to smile. “I’m sorry.”

	“I’m sorry too.” Calum hung his head.

	“Why are you apologizing? It was my idea.” Ysabel waved her hand. Bora took this opportunity to put tea into her hand, which Ysabel drank.

	“I’m glad you’re awake and recovering.” I took a deep breath. “I need to return to Faan. I was only waiting for you to wake up.”

	Every eye turned toward me. “Why?” Ysabel asked.

	“Whatever happened to me, it gave me visions of the suffering going on in Faan.” I touched my neck. It felt so much like I had a chain, I had to keep reminding myself no metal was there. “I want to help those people. I’ve decided to banish the ghost plague of my own free will.”

	“We could go with you and help.” Bora’s lips pressed together.

	I tried to think of the most diplomatic way of refusing. “You all have your own kingdoms to look after. It would be difficult to take a long time off. Besides, none of your abilities lend themselves to fighting ghosts. This is my area of expertise.”

	Bora persisted, “You could be in danger. Someone already tried to kill you once.”

	Which was precisely why I had to move the threat away from my family. “I was caught off guard, not expecting ghosts to be able to interfere with the living world or refuse my commands. It won’t happen again. Faan has many necromancers and is better suited to protect me. If the stupid emperor doesn’t provide me with adequate resources and guards, I’ll leave.” I tried to make it sound like a task where I could bail if it got too dangerous so they wouldn’t worry. “Come on, I’m your little brother, but I’m not a child. I’m a necromancer. I don’t need an escort to banish some ghosts. No one in Faan would take me seriously if I showed up with my older siblings babysitting me.”

	Kaine asked, “Do you promise to tell us if you need help?” The intensity of his eyes had been known to make people faint.

	“Sure, I promise to call if I need any kingdoms burned down or dragon ass kicked.” I smiled easily. All youngest siblings learn how to lie early on: it’s our defense against the older ones. None of them had ever called me for help during the most dangerous moments of their lives, so they couldn’t blame me if I did the same—though I supposed they would anyway. Older siblings could be hypocrites like that.

	Ysabel rubbed her forehead. “Whatever curse I touched felt dangerous.”

	Calum said, “I’ll go along. I’m a ghost—what can harm me? And I can teleport back to call for help if anything goes wrong.”

	Ysabel and Bora exchanged relieved glances. Bora said, “When you put it like that, it sounds safe. I’m proud of you for helping, Benoni.”

	I stood up. “I need to pack a bag.”

	“Take anything you need from the castle,” Bora said.

	As we walked down the hallway, Calum said, “You can’t fool someone who knows you as well as me. You’re not as soft-hearted as Bora, to rush into danger in order to save strangers. The symptoms are coming back already, aren’t they?”

	Since he knew, I could finally stop resisting the urge to shiver. My teeth chattered as I spoke. “Yeah. We can’t let Ysabel find out. I won’t allow her to be drawn back into that pattern of suffering pain to heal someone every single day. She suffered enough because she saved my life as a baby. This time I’m old enough to handle my own mess.”

	“I owe Ysabel too.” Calum lowered his head to hide his face. “When she was hiding from the slavers, Dad followed me to her location. I always told myself I didn’t betray her on purpose, but I didn’t try hard enough to check if I was being followed. I didn’t think Dad would do anything permanent, and I thought it would be better for her to return before he got too angry.”

	“What could you have done even if you’d noticed him? Ysabel couldn’t have hidden up a tree forever.”

	“It hardly makes me feel better that I never could have protected her.” Calum’s jaw clenched. “Then she almost died curing me from a necromantic curse.”

	“Don’t say that like it was your fault. It wasn’t. Blame Jiang or Chingis or whatever he called himself.”

	“This time, we have to keep her out of it. Her life is barely sustained by her regeneration ability. She can’t afford to throw herself at impossible healings, or she just might accidentally drain herself to nothing. Using your life isn’t a good solution either—if she keeps having to heal you every day, then you’ll eventually die.”

	“I’ve made that calculation. It wouldn’t be fair to involve Bora and force her to decide if she’ll tell Ysabel.” I thought Bora probably would tattle—she saw me as the baby of the family who needed to be protected. “Besides, Bora should be planning a wedding, not bailing me out of yet another mess.” She’d spent enough of her life looking after me. She’d gotten socially ostracized for standing up for her weird little brother. Once, she’d even jumped out a window to save me after I got pushed by bullies, and she could have died if not for her gift manifesting just in time. She deserved to live her own life instead of being my replacement mom.

	“Yeah, Bora going on one last adventure before her wedding sounds like the perfect setup for her to die tragically, if this was a play. We’ve gotta return to Faan and find a way to fix this on our own.”

	“I completely agree.” Our gazes locked, carrying a shared resolve and understanding. Unlike Bora and Ysabel, I wouldn’t try to keep Calum at home. His fate was tied to mine, so he had the right to get involved. Even if I might have preferred to handle everything on my own, I couldn’t make him stay away when his life (unlife?) was at stake. He needed me to maintain his current form, and we both needed Julong alive to provide the power. This was our fight.

	“It’s a brotherly bonding trip.” Calum slapped my back. “We’ll show our sisters that we can save nations too.”

	Reeling, I rolled my eyes. “Please stop making it sound melodramatic. Ideally, I’ll just threaten the dragon to get this chain off my neck, then we’ll claim the plague was too hard to handle and go home.”

	I packed lightly. I’d probably want to dress in local clothing, and my work didn’t require much in the way of tools. Before leaving, I bid my nieces goodbye and hugged them. Calli tried to freeze me in place so I wouldn’t leave and seemed disappointed that power didn’t work either. Antonia whispered in my ear, “If you ever decide you’d like a slug husband more than a dragon, just let me know.”

	Julong would probably be a lot more manageable trapped in the body of a slug. But Antonia’s gift caused her serious injury, so that option was off the table.

	For all my life, I’d been protected by my sisters. They’d shielded me from my parents, raised me, made certain I had food, and kept our entire country safe. This time, I would handle everything myself without causing them more suffering and sacrifice.

	Outside the castle, I extended my hand to Calum and let him teleport us back to Faan.


	Chapter Fourteen

	I’d hoped to quietly slip into the Imperial Palace and talk to Julong, ideally without anyone else even knowing I’d been there. Instead, we landed on the palace steps. Calum clutched his head. “Sorry! The palace has some magic that prevents anyone from teleporting inside.”

	“Sensible of them.” I looked around, hoping no one had spotted me. The guards at the entrance were staring directly at me, unfortunately.

	The guards dropped to their knees and bellowed, “Greeting the Emperor-Consort!” Then they bowed their foreheads to the ground.

	The gate in the castle wall swung open. I spun around. At least a hundred guards filed in and formed ranks. They spoke in unison: “Greeting the Emperor-Consort!” Every head bowed to the ground like a field of wheat bending to the wind.

	A pretty young maid wearing a dark blue robe rushed out and held an umbrella over my head. Two men carrying a golden litter followed her. They scooped me up into the litter, with a man on either side raising the bars to lift me into the air. The maid walked beside, holding the umbrella up to shield me from the sun.

	As soon as we entered the palace, the servants filed into the corridor and bowed before me. After I passed by, they rose, and the next group in front of me bowed. Even government officials and people well dressed enough to look noble stopped to bow. It was quite a change from my first arrival in the palace. I nearly told everyone to stand up and stop making such a fuss. But that would make me look like an idiot foreigner unsuited to my role. Besides, I might very well need this power, depending on how my next conversation with the emperor turned out. I wondered if everyone was treating me with respect in spite of or because of me summoning ten skeletal dragons to trash the palace. If I wasn’t a necromancer, I’d probably be polite to someone who could do that too.

	I didn’t sense any ghosts in the palace. Alas, I already knew from my visions that they’d been spreading around the city and countryside instead. It would be even more of a pain if I had to chase them down.

	The litter carried me to a giant tiled room with a bath. Trying to sound commanding, I said, “I need to speak with Emperor Julong.”

	“Yes, Emperor-Consort,” the maid said. “He will receive you as soon as we prepare you.”

	Was this royal treatment an attempt from Julong to impress me or intimidate me? Or both?

	The maid and the men carrying the litter left, then five male attendants arrived to aggressively remove my clothing. Apparently, I’d been promoted to more servants.

	Calum hissed, “This is awkward to watch; I’m going to leave.”

	I whispered, “Keep a lookout and warn me if Julong tries to surround me with guards.”

	He saluted and vanished.

	Bathing was an elaborate ritual including massaging and perfuming me, but I wasn’t complaining. My cursed dreams had left me sore all over and tired. I drifted off and let them do as they wanted. This time, they dressed me in the same bright yellow as the emperor himself. A five-clawed dragon reared in the middle front of my robe with two more dragons below. The robe ended in a swirling ocean pattern with colorful diagonal lines at the bottom. My sleeves each had a serpentine dragon rising over the ocean, ending in a black cuff. The robe felt soft but very heavy. With my new marital status, I now rated a beautiful golden hat with beads hanging down. At the top, a large ruby rested inside a spreading gold flower. It might be the most expensive thing I’d ever touched, and it was already giving me a headache. As a finishing touch, they hung pearl beads around my neck.

	My slippers had peaches and flowers embroidered around the golden silk, and they ended in platforms. I tottered to the door, grateful for the litter to carry me before I fell on my perfectly made-up face.

	Though I couldn’t say I understood the symbology, the robe closely resembled Julong’s, so I assumed it was masculine. Shoes this uncomfortable had to be feminine. With my crown, it was difficult to say. I desperately needed someone local to explain to me the customs for an Emperor-Consort—unless I escaped this palace today, which was still my preferred option.

	At least I felt better now. My headache had eased. It might have partly been the hot bath, but I suspected the curse had let up because I’d returned to Faan as it wanted.

	I smelled the food before we arrived, the roast duck overpowering everything else. The men set the litter down, bowed, then held open the door for me.

	Julong sat at the end of a table overflowing with food. He’d dressed to impress, with his golden dragon robe, numerous rings, and hanging beaded earrings. His black hair had been perfectly done up in a bun under his crown. The soft light overhead fell like moonlight across his translucent skin. Dark blue eyeshadow highlighted his foxlike eyes.

	Opulence dripped off this room in typical over-the-top dragon fashion. The tapestries had thousands of stitches, and the engraved ceiling glowed with gold and silver. Even the tablemats had gemstones crusted around the edges.

	My heart rate sped up in anticipation. It humiliated me to come crawling back. Julong had said that if I returned, he would not let me go. I’d never agreed to that deal, though. If he didn’t bring it up first, then I wouldn’t remind him. This was no longer a dream. I had my magic in the real world. I’d kick his ass if he tried anything.

	Chin high, I moved slowly so as to avoid falling on my face. Julong rose to pull out my chair. I nearly told him off, but it wasn’t worth the effort. My plate had a Western fork and knife next to it. He’d noticed my struggle with chopsticks last time. The courtesy surprised me, because I hadn’t thought he’d paid much attention to me before I slit his throat.

	Julong served a slice of roast duck onto my plate. “What else would you like?” He gestured across the plums and vegetable stir-fry.

	“I can serve myself. Stop pretending to be servile. It doesn’t suit you.” I reached for the spoon to help myself to the stir-fry. “Tell me what this curse around my neck is and how to remove it.”

	“You are wearing the Mandate of Heaven, and nothing will free you except your own death. Even if I die, your chains will not vanish.”

	I sighed. “I was afraid of that.” Unfortunately, I believed him. If Julong could have removed his own chain, then he would have. It didn’t match his perfect aesthetic. Furthermore, his mother still had her chain despite being a widow. That proved I couldn’t solve this problem by killing him. I’d been the one to marry him in the only ceremony in the world that didn’t have an option for divorce, so I had no one to blame for this except myself, although I intended to blame him and the mastermind behind my framing anyway.

	Julong raised an eyebrow. “You’re not going to threaten me?”

	“What would be the point when you can’t remove your own chain?”

	He smiled. “That’s why you’ll make a good Emperor-Consort. You’re quick to adapt, and you don’t make a fool of yourself denying reality.”

	This topic only annoyed me. “What’s the Mandate of Heaven?”

	“In your Western countries, I’ve heard people speak of the divine right of kings to rule.”

	I nodded. “Divine right is the concept that kings are chosen by the Sun God and thus their every action, no matter how criminal, is above earthly reproach.” I’d always hated it, especially since I’d grown up in a country ruled by a corrupt and incompetent king. “I don’t believe in divine right or the Sun God.”

	“I also do not believe in your Sun God who claims to be the only divine being. We have our own gods. Our Mandate of Heaven is not something I can disbelieve, since it takes on a more-literal form. It is not solely based on birthright; there are times when the throne has gone to someone besides the last ruler’s child. Although this country has chosen to bind only dragons to the throne for the sake of the power and protection we bring.”

	More of a meritocracy? Faan was known for its efficient system of bureaucrats selected by a national exam. I might like that more than the divine right of kings, if not for me being stuck in the middle.

	His voice deepened, seeming to contain the crackle of thunder. “The Mandate of Heaven is not a promise to rule justly. It’s a threat. Once the crown is placed on your head, you have no choice but to rule. You will be just because any wrongs done to your people will return as pain on your body. You will be competent because the suffering of your people scars you whether you caused it or not. If you break your word, then your tongue will choke you with blood. Should you prove unworthy or incapable to rule, the gods will not allow you to abdicate. They will rain down fire to destroy you. The gods remember what your ancestor did, and they will drain every last bit of use from you to pay for his crimes.”

	Julong seemed to glow in the flickering light. The gemstones twinkled in the chain tattooed to his neck. A shadow of a dragon stretched behind him. His eyes carried an ancient weight. Almost sadly, he murmured, “Whether or not you knew about the mandate, you joined yourself to my family willingly. Although you may choose not to be my husband in more than name, Faan will not offer you a choice about serving your new country. If the divine right of kings grants absolute power, then the Mandate of Heaven is a very conditional right to rule, with the biggest condition being that if you fail, you die.”

	Why did I have a bad feeling that my plan to fuck off to a foreign country would be considered a failure by the Mandate of Heaven? I swallowed, hard. “This curse originates with the First Emperor, the one who slaughtered and burned his way across Faan.”

	He nodded. “When the First Empress offered the crown to my dragon ancestor, it was a trap. She presented him with a contract that he would rule justly and wisely, and he agreed, thinking he could break his promise on a whim. I only wish that greedy monster had not demanded the throne for his descendants and bound us to share his punishment. The First Empress hated dragons. Her revenge knows no mercy. Even if we rule to the best of our abilities, if our people suffer natural disasters or harm from outside forces, we still pay for it. For what it’s worth, the curse torments emperors even more strongly than our consorts or heirs.” Slowly, Julong opened the top of his robe. Bruises like handprints ran down his chest. “The ghost plague has started sickening surrounding plants and crops. If my people suffer, then I suffer. Already food has lost taste for me. When my people starve, I also starve.”

	Honestly, I would have called that a great way to keep emperors honest—if it hadn’t been happening to me, too. I recalled my pain before Ysabel had healed me. I took a bell pepper, eating it slowly. At the moment, it still filled my stomach, but it didn’t taste as flavorful as the last time I remembered dining with the emperor. I could have blamed the chef, except it still smelled delicious. The curse had started to dig its claws into me. “Very well. I’ll find the solution to the ghost plague as I originally promised.” And I’d also look into how to divorce a dragon. I hadn’t yet given up hope.

	“I picked a better person for the job than I’d realized.” Julong fastened his robe again, his cool smile returning. “Not just any necromancer but the Necromancer. You bear the same unique gift as the First Empress. Everyone would have expected you to appear ruling some country.”

	“I’m not the ambitious type.” Yet I’d ended up in this mess anyway.

	“I’ve answered your questions,” Julong murmured, his eyes tracking my every movement. “Tell me what I need to do in order for you to forgive our regrettable incident.”

	The intense way he looked at me made me lose my grip on a plum slice. “I’ve already decided we’re even for the attempted murder. I will never forgive you trying to send my brother to a second death. That’s a crime only he can forgive.”

	“Interesting. The imperial family does not have such close ties between siblings, what with all of us trying to force the throne on each other.”

	What a fascinating reversal from every other royal family. Given how bad the curse seemed to be, I believed it.

	Pleasure filled Julong’s voice. “Then we have nothing to forgive. I never attempted to banish your brother. It would not have benefitted me to lose a hostage. Someone else tampered with his ghost jar, making me realize a third party existed who had likely framed you.”

	I didn’t want to believe him… but it did make sense. “I’ll take your word for it, since we need to work together.” Before he could smile, I continued. “Forgiving you does not mean I’d trust you again, much less like you.”

	“You say that as if you liked me before.”

	“That’s quite an extrapolation.”

	“I saved your life when I sent lightning during the assassination attempt.”

	“What an exaggeration. I would have been fine.” It bothered me to get confirmation that he’d done that on purpose. I did not like that he could sense when I was in danger. (Or flirting, as I suspected he’d zapped the man who’d smiled at me.)

	“I never wanted to fall in love. It creates vulnerability. When I sensed your danger in your homeland, I could only send lightning—I could not reach you in time. It taught me fear.” Julong’s brow furrowed. “I do not know how to deal with these new emotions.”

	My breath caught. “You’re speaking as if you fell in love with me.”

	“Have I not made my intentions clear?” He sounded irritated, which worried me, because that made it sound less like a charming lie and more real.

	If he was in earnest, then he must have gone mad. I leapt up and felt his forehead. “I don’t see any signs of a fever.” I checked his neck. “No lingering injuries, thanks to your regeneration. It must be trauma! You see, you had a near-death experience when I stabbed you. You must have mistaken the adrenaline for love. It happens to people. Someone like you in particular, who probably never felt fear before, couldn’t tell that from desire. It will wear off. If it doesn’t, then I’ll bring my oldest sister to cure you of the brain damage.”

	He caught my hand and kissed it. “I never wanted to fall in love—but I do not hate it as much as I expected. Not even when you flee from me. I rule over my empire because I was forced upon the throne by other, older dragons. It brings me no joy. But you? When you smile at me, when you frown at me, when you make that quizzical expression with your eyebrows raised—each gives me new joy. I can understand why other dragons would take the risk of binding themselves to someone in order to have their lover forever.”

	It was official. The Dragon Emperor had gone completely insane. What would happen to Faan? This had become of pressing importance to me personally now the fate of the country caused me direct pain. Moreover, being bound to a madman scared me more than when I had believed Julong had been pretending feelings to manipulate me. I should have paid more attention to the stories about dragons and their obsessions. After so many warnings, I’d still been too clever for my own good.

	I tried to twist my hand to remove his grip. I couldn’t even budge him. Instead, he yanked me onto his lap.

	Squawking, I tried to kick him. I didn’t have the right angle. He trapped me with two strong arms. “I don’t want a miserable, mutually destructive relationship like my parents had.” His breathing was ragged against my ear. “Tell me what I must do in order for you to love me. I could offer you anything in my kingdom. I’d drape you in gold and gemstones. I could spend centuries to build a palace for you. I would kill any enemy or bestow fortune on those you favor.”

	“Let me go!”

	Lightning sparked in his eyes, so close it blinded me. “Alas, that I can never do.” He leaned closer. Our lips were about to touch, and I couldn’t react fast enough to stop him.

	The sound of loud bagpipes interrupted our moment: high-pitched, screechy, and very poorly played. We both turned to look. Calum leaned against the door, playing bagpipes. He removed the pipe from his mouth to say, “It turns out I can summon more than weapons.” Diabolical glee gleamed in his eyes. The air temperature dropped. “From now on, anytime you try to touch my brother, I’ll be there. Watching and ready to punch you—or, worse, make you listen to me play instruments I have no idea how to use.”

	“What is that thing?” Julong’s hair slipped out of his bun, and his mouth puckered as if tasting something sour. “A foreign instrument of torture?”

	I leapt up while he was distracted. “I have ghosts to banish. You no doubt have work ensuring food reaches your starving farmers, Emperor.”

	As I opened the door, Julong called after me, “Do not flirt with anyone else again. I nearly ravaged the land with a storm last time.”

	I knew he’d called the cock-blocking lightning on purpose. “Why should I listen to you? I’m no dragon; I can sleep with as many people as I please.”

	Thunder shattered his voice. “Yes, I suppose humans have the ability to be unfaithful—if you don’t mind me killing anyone you sleep with. If that would bother your conscience, then your options are me… or passionate celibacy.”

	I slammed the door before I had to look at his smug face as he returned my line to me.

	As we beat a hasty retreat down the hallway, Calum said, “I’m sorry I tried to set you up with that bastard.”

	“I have no one to blame but myself for this situation.” And it burned to admit it. “Believe it or not, we have bigger problems.” I quickly filled my brother in on what I’d learned about the imperial family’s curse.

	Calum’s jaw clenched. “Any spell that can be created must have a way to break it.”

	“I’ll look for a method at the imperial library. In the meantime, I need you to confirm if Emperor Julong told the truth about the legend of the First Emperor and if he left anything out. He could easily tamper with his own books, but you can travel around the entire country in an instant. The legend should be told around the empire.”

	“It could have been a lie!” Calum’s face brightened. “I’ll report back to you. Don’t hesitate to call me if you need me.” He vanished.

	Unfortunately, I thought it had been more likely true, but it wouldn’t hurt to be certain.

	A scandalized maid saw me hobbling around on my high heels and called for my litter. I requested to be taken to the imperial library and also for Court Necromancer Min to speak with me as soon as possible.

	The library was much easier to navigate with a helpful librarian. All the books confirmed Julong’s story, and they all looked very old. The First Empress had used the deaths of half her country to fuel her curse. I didn’t see how I could possibly obtain enough power to undo it. The chain around my neck throbbed as if angry I would even consider escaping my duty.

	What was worse, an obsessive dragon who wouldn’t let me go or an entire empire that wouldn’t let me go?

	Irritatingly, the pain kept increasing as I read. It was as if the curse would lighten as long as I was actively working toward helping Faan but come at me harder as soon as I dared rest. No wonder Julong had gone insane. He’d been suffering mental damage since long before I cut his throat, so it couldn’t be considered entirely my fault.

	From the front of the library, Min called, “You summoned me, Your Imperial Majesty?”

	I hastened over as fast as I could move on platform shoes. She bowed before me. When she rose, I saw enormous bags under her eyes and several new gray hairs. She limped slightly, making me suspect she’d overused her gift. I nearly dropped my intended question. But I needed to know. “Min, did you attempt to banish my brother when the emperor had him locked up in a ghost jar?”

	“Certainly not!” She drew herself up to her full height, affronted. “Your brother is a work of art. The single most magnificent ghost I have ever had the privilege to lay eyes on. I could no more remove his precious existence than I could smash the shrine of my grandparents with my own hands. If Emperor Julong had ordered it of me, then I would have had no choice except to die instead. Fortunately, he never requested it.”

	The fervor in her eyes belonged to a true fanatic. I believed her. That meant Julong had been telling the truth. Not many necromancers would have had the strength necessary to battle my will. “Thank you. I needed to know so that we could work together again.”

	The culprit almost certainly had been whoever had tried to frame me. This made my grudge personal. Sure, I’d let go of the attempt to get me killed, but trying to murder my brother was another matter. I’d worked too hard to bring him back to a semblance of life. The culprit would pay. How unfortunate that Calum, stuck inside the jar, couldn’t have seen who’d done it. It would have been a fast way to discover my enemy. At the moment, I didn’t even have a list of suspects.

	“If you don’t mind, I’m greatly curious how you created such a powerful guardian ghost.” Min glanced at me sideways. “His Imperial Majesty told me that you dug up your parents’ bones, but the sacrifice of corpses alone should not have been enough to produce such a powerful ghost.”

	I wished Julong hadn’t spread that around. “I’m the Necromancer. My power is greater than any other. Don’t tell Calum; he’d be upset.”

	“As you command.” She bowed her head.

	“Could you take me to see the latest ghost infestation?”

	“Your Imperial Majesty, you should order me to take you.”

	“I order you to obey my requests.”

	She cracked a smile. “You’re learning.”

	[image: * * *]

	I could get used to being carried everywhere in a litter. It was a great way to view Faan. Besides the beautiful tiled roofs, I had noticed two main differences from the Holy City. First of all, there were more people in Faan’s capital. The buildings were packed close together. A truly dizzying array of smells hit me: food from street stands, body odors, and perfume. Secondly, no one in this country minded necromancy. Min had summoned two skeletons to carry my litter. After a brief argument, I’d ordered her to get in with me because having her walk alongside felt too awkward. No one in the city gave us a second glance as the skeletons clacked by. A curtain around the litter protected us from sun and hid us from view. We passed another skeleton digging a hole for a well.

	I nudged Min. “Is skeletal labor common here?”

	“Not many necromancers are strong enough to raise full skeletons, but those we have are considered treasures. Long-dead necromancers have been able to animate skeletons to continue working even centuries later. Our mines are entirely staffed with skeletons.”

	“Fascinating. I never got the knack of keeping the dead moving after I took my eyes off them.”

	“With your power, I’m sure it would be easy. I could teach you.”

	I flashed her a smile. “Thank you. So, you said that these skeletons are valuable? How much could I sell one for?”

	She stared wearily. “You don’t need money. You’re Emperor-Consort. No mere skeleton could equal your budget for clothing, much less the funds you have available for maintaining the imperial palace.”

	That would take some getting used to. “How do I go about obtaining this money?”

	“The director of the Imperial Household fled the ghost plague and hasn’t returned. Perhaps ask the emperor?”

	I didn’t feel like it.

	At the city gates, Min got down and spoke briefly to the guards. Meanwhile, the orc squad popped up.

	“Calum filled us in on the curse,” Desolation said. “Tough luck. We’ll help him gather information about it from around the empire.”

	“It’s about time you lot showed up.” I sighed. “I’m in a lot of trouble. Forget the curse; the dragon emperor thinks just because I married him, I actually want to be in his presence.”

	Bloodlust laughed. “We warned you that you’d have to love the dragon or kill him, Lord Necromancer.”

	“What if I have to rule the empire if I kill him?” I shuddered. “Not only am I unqualified, the penalty for failing would be death. How is Julong doing as emperor, do you think?”

	Toesmiter shrugged. “We’re not experts, but the guards are well trained and professional, if not a very large force.”

	“That’s normal. Every nation is allowed only a small self-defense force under the World Games treaty.”

	Desolation added, “The populace is well fed and prosperous. After the recent crop failure, the emperor opened the royal storehouses to send food.”

	I groaned. “If Julong is doing a good job, then I’m stuck with him.”

	Bloodlust bounced up and down. “You should scar him in revenge. Wait, no, he might take that as a romantic gesture.”

	It was on the tip of my tongue to tell her that only orcs would think that, but then, who knew with crazy dragons?

	“Why not sleep with him once to test it out?” Desolation winked.

	“Because he tried to kill me!”

	“A little murder adds spice to romance,” Toesmiter said.

	“I’m not taking love advice from you three.” I shooed them off as Min returned.

	We left the city. When the carriage passed the flooded rice fields, Min said, “The local crops had recently withered, but they came back.”

	It had been thanks to my sister, enhanced by Calum. I would not reveal that. I didn’t want Ysabel to be troubled with a new flood of people trying to drain her for her gift.

	The land became less healthy as we got farther from the city. My lips pursed as we passed a patch of blackened plants. The damage reminded me uncannily of the blight. I’d grown up around refugees driven out of Conollia by the dying land. When food stopped growing, farmers lost everything in the blink of an eye. People starved. Two of my siblings had not survived infancy. In the days before Ysabel had returned to look after us, I had dim memories of eating insects. Although I didn’t see the big deal about some ghosts visiting the palace, whoever had destroyed the crops was a monster. It would be my pleasure to annihilate the culprit even without the curse forcing me.

	The chain around my neck became weightless, as if rewarding my desire to carry out my duty. I resented it, because I hated being forced into anything.

	As we arrived at a village, Min said, “The recent ghost plague centered around here. These ghosts could even touch and grab people. The villagers rallied and trapped them inside a sinkhole located on the outskirts of town.”

	With a hand on my forehead to shield my eyes from the sun, I made out village men armed with farming implements, standing around the sinkhole. One of them hit a ghost hand trying to crawl out. “This is terrible!”

	“I know,” Min said. “We’ve never had such a large manifestation of ghosts become solid. I fear people will say this means the emperor has lost the favor of heaven.”

	Kicking off my platform sandals, I leapt off the litter and ran forward. “UNHAND THOSE INNOCENT GHOSTS, YOU HEARTLESS MONSTERS!”

	Min sighed. “I’d nearly forgotten you were like this.”


	Chapter Fifteen

	The villagers bowed before me as I paced the dirt. Mud had soaked upward to reach my socks. I couldn’t even bring myself to care. “How could you treat the ghosts like this? They were probably confused and only wanted to return home. These are your family members and neighbors. Did they stop being people merely because they died?”

	Kneeling, I beckoned the closest ghost out of the pit. She had two straight black braids and a crooked tooth.

	She cast a nervous glance at the armed men, then hid behind me. As her shimmering fingers brushed my arm, I felt emotions flow between us. I called, “Who’s the son of Meiyi?”

	A balding man rose. “That is my mother’s name, Your Imperial Majesty. She passed away from a fever a week ago.”

	“When she returned, merely wanting to check up on her family and make sure you were eating well, you hit her repeatedly with a cast iron pot and drove her into a pit.” Hands on my hips, I scowled. “Apologize to your poor mother, who even now only feels concerned for your well-being.” The ghost’s nervous feelings flowed into me, begging me not to be angry with her son.

	“M-mother?” He gaped. “I didn’t recognize you. You look so young.”

	In truth, Meiyi barely looked twenty. Ghosts could look as they pleased; perhaps she’d kept the crooked tooth because it became a part of her self-image or it had sentimental value to her. She shyly stepped out from behind me.

	He swept her up into a hug. “Mother, I apologize for my disrespect.” Tears poured down his cheeks like a waterfall.

	What a touching family reunion. At times like this, the trouble of my gift seemed worthwhile. Though it was an awfully bad sign the ghosts had become so solid. The ghost plague had gotten very strong even outside the palace. I beckoned the next ghost forward. “Who’s your family?”

	Many of the ghosts had local family. Some of them needed to be directed to other areas, and I offered to accompany them when they dropped in on their loved ones to ensure it went smoother next time. Although I facilitated numerous heartwarming reunions, some were more difficult.

	I had to hold back one ghost in a flowing red dress. “You’re dead. Your husband isn’t cheating on you. All marriages have some variant on the death do us part clause for a reason. I understand that you feel he moved on too quickly, but—it’s been three years?! Ma’am, you’re being ridiculous. I’m going to have to banish you now.”

	Another burly ghost tried to crawl away as I shouted: “You were peeking through the window to watch the house’s daughters change clothing? Crimes are still crimes even if you’re dead.” I threw him at the feet of the farmers. “You can continue beating this one up.”

	“You were executed?” I frowned at another ghost as I read his memories. “It appears you were guilty. I can’t help you. Don’t try to lie to me. When I touch you, I can see your past. Yes, we could make a moral argument about the ethics of the death penalty, but you did commit a lot of murder. Get back into the flow of souls and try to be a better person in whatever existence lies next.”

	When most of the ghosts had peacefully passed on after delivering their final messages, I felt a tug toward a well. Oh, no, I might remember this one from my dream.

	A bloody hand waved up from the well. The villagers gasped and retreated.

	I grabbed the hand and pulled the man out. He looked a mess, his face crushed. The people behind me turned away. I had a strong stomach, though. I took out a handkerchief and mopped at his face. “Better now? If you focus, you might be able to put your face back together so you can talk.”

	He didn’t seem able. He’d taken on the form of an elderly man, another indication that his grip on this world was fading. He moaned. His eyes had been smashed in.

	I took his head between my hands. Whatever had been done to these ghosts let me feel the blood seep between my fingers, though it could not stain my sleeves. I thought it a cruel spell. Ghosts were not made to interact with our world. This magic only made it harder for them to pass on. “Show me,” I said gently.

	Images flashed across my mind of a man sitting on the street, begging. A bowl empty of coins. The whistles of his drunken song drifted into my ears. I watched him try to get a drink of water from the well, then slip in and hit his head at the bottom.

	I looked up. “Does anyone know a Ru?”

	The people with their backs to me shuffled their feet. One of them called, “Old man Ru stole some wine, fell in the well, and died. His wife had long ago tired of his drinking problem. She left town with their daughters to avoid his debt collectors. There was no money for a funeral, so we buried him under that gingko tree over there. Since then, the tree has been rotting and people have been seeing odd stuff around there. He was nothing except a problem in death just like in life.”

	Without thinking, my hands went up to cover the ghost’s damaged ears. Maybe he’d made mistakes in life, but it still seemed too harsh to make him hear just how little anyone had cared about him in death. “Min, would my budget have room for a tombstone?”

	“It could easily be arranged, Your Imperial Majesty,” she replied.

	“Please show me how to make the arrangements. Could you also help me find this man’s former wife and his daughters? They have the right to know what happened to him.”

	“As you command.”

	I lowered my hands from his ears. “I’ll make sure everyone knows the Emperor-Consort himself arranged for your gravestone. I bet it will become a local legend.”

	His maimed face wavered into a smiling man with a long-tangled beard, then he faded away.

	In the end, I believed he’d been able to shed his old injuries at any time. He’d deliberately taken on a pitiful appearance, wanting at least one person to show sympathy for his death. Instead, everyone had fled from him or been disgusted, exactly as it had been when he’d begged on the streets in life. He hadn’t even waited to see the tombstone. He’d just wanted one person in the entire world to care.

	I stood up, wiping dirt off my robe around the knees. Tomorrow, I’d have to insist on less fancy clothing. “Come on, Min. We’re done here, and we have some lost ghosts to drop off in neighboring villages.”

	As we rode in the litter, she asked, “Are all necromancers in Arahasnor like you?”

	“We don’t have many necromancers. My gift used to be illegal until recently, and people still hate and fear necromancers. In all fairness, from what I’ve read, some of them were nutjobs, into the whole binding books with human skin craziness. The necromancers who wanted to live normal lives probably hid their abilities or left.”

	“I suppose we humans are the real monsters, not ghosts.”

	“No, ghosts are humans, and in addition to other species. Ghosts are capable of all the cruelty and lies of any other species of intelligent people. I help ghosts because they have no one else in their corner. I do not imagine that death made them morally superior. That suffering ghost without a grave, I probably wouldn’t have liked much if I’d met him when he’d been alive. My unmourned father was an alcoholic. But the dead can do no more harm, usually. So, I give them what comfort I can. I consider it… not my duty precisely but more of a calling. If they do commit harm, then as you once said, it’s also our role as necromancers to stop them.”

	“It is difficult to imagine a country so foolish as to reject you.” She came closer to a smile than I’d ever seen on her face before. “Their idiocy allowed us to gain an excellent Emperor-Consort.”

	Actually, I was pretty sure my own idiocy had gotten me into this mess. But I appreciated the thought.

	The last few ghost family reunions went smoothly. I’d become hungry again by the time we headed back into the city.

	When we’d departed, people hadn’t realized my identity with me hidden behind the curtain around the litter. By the time we returned, word must have spread. People lined up on the streets to bow. Even with heads lowered, they could not hide the unabashed curiosity in their eyes.

	Min got off when we reached the palace, saying she needed to make arrangements for me to receive the money to fulfill some promises I’d made to ghosts. She also agreed to pick out someone to run the imperial household for me. I made the excuse that necromancy was a full-time job. This was true, but I also had no idea how to carry out consort duties. She offered to send me candidates, but I wouldn’t even know how to judge, so I allowed her to pick with my gratitude.

	I walked the last few steps to the palace on my own. I kept ducking behind trees, because honestly, all the staring and bowing had gotten awkward.

	A man sat in the gardens, putting on a shadow-puppet show for a group of enraptured maids. Holy Maiden Sarra stood behind him, screaming, “Hey! Chingis and I did not have a double suicide of lovers! This is slander.” She whacked him on the head, her fist going through.

	I stepped out from my hiding place as the puppet master finished. “What an excellent show.”

	His eyes widened, taking in the dragons on my robe. “Your Imperial Majesty!” He bowed low, followed by the audience. “I’m eternally grateful for your praise.”

	“In Arahasnor, everyone is telling a new version of the story of Dark Lord Chingis and Holy Maiden Sarra. He strangled her to death, but she kicked him in the balls repeatedly first. It’s a very fashionable and popular interpretation. Audiences love the mixture of female power and dark comedy.”

	“Fashionable, you say?” He stroked his goatee. “I’ll have to try that version next time.”

	Laughing, Sarra fell in alongside me as I walked to the palace. “I owe you a favor.”

	“I’ll collect. I’m searching for the origin of the ghost plague. I already have some other ghost friends spying for me around the country. Could you please keep your ears open for any clues?”

	“Of course I’ll help. I know all the local secret societies.” She shook her head. “I warned you about the emperor. You should have killed him instead of marrying him. Now you’re stuck with him.”

	“Yes, you were right.” That phrase always disarmed my sisters and directed them away from chastising me further.

	It worked again. In a gentle tone, Sarra said, “The ones who aren’t obviously assholes are the most dangerous. It might not be too late to kill him. Dragons all have a weakness for their mates.”

	“I really, really do not want to rule the empire.”

	“I’m sure you’d do a great job if you changed your mind.” She faded away.

	My dirty appearance quite shocked everyone in the palace. The attendants arrived to forcibly drag me to a bath, saying I had an important guest to meet for dinner. They would not say who. It had better not be the emperor again.

	With a bit of insisting, I convinced them to let me wear a crimson robe with a floral pattern and no heavy jewelry. The outfit still had too many layers. As a willow-tall attendant tied my belt, I asked, “What’s your name?” I’d been asking everyone as they worked, attempting to get a handle on the household I apparently had to run.

	“Yuze, Your Imperial Majesty.” He spoke with a pin between his lips.

	“You would be doing me an enormous favor if you could tell me what the gossip has been about my, ahem, fight with the emperor. You may speak frankly.” I didn’t expect honesty, but it couldn’t hurt to ask for it.

	“Oh, when the hunt for you first started, we all assumed you’d tried to run off like the late Empress Bryleth did all the time. Since you returned on your own, it must have been a lover’s quarrel or his first insanely possessive tendencies manifesting.”

	At least this was blunter than anyone else had been willing to be. It amazed me how casually he spoke of imperial spouses trying to run away. “I did my best to avoid damage to the palace.”

	“We all appreciated that, Your Imperial Majesty.”

	“Even so, people must have hard feelings. Is there anyone in particular I should apologize to for the trouble? I want to smooth matters over.”

	“Not at all!” Yuze looked up, his expression startled. “It would be beneath an Emperor-Consort to apologize. You only did your job.”

	“My job… to beat up the emperor?”

	“Yes, exactly. The Empress or Emperor-Consort serves the role of keeping the divine dragon ruler’s temper in check—whether through serving him at night or beating him up with giant skeletons, whichever works. Dragons are prone to madness and need a mate who can stabilize them. Our poor, sweet late Empress Bryleth was not strong enough magically or emotionally to handle her husband. He ran amok as a result. We’re delighted that you proved yourself capable early on. You’re a necromancer like the First Empress, too. It must be a blessing from the heavens. I am honored to serve you. I will do my utmost to adorn you for the other part of your duty.”

	This entire empire seemed to suffer from collective madness. Not only the emperor but also all his subjects loved me because I slit his throat? Did Yuze just imply that if I got tired of beating the emperor I could appease him with sex? I felt a headache coming on. “Perhaps I should not bring this up, but I desecrated imperial corpses.”

	“Legally, the family of the deceased have the right to decide if their bodies may be used for necromancy. Since you are the Emperor-Consort, you have not only the right but the duty to draw upon the strength of the ancestors during a time of need. If any other foreigner had broken into the imperial tombs, then of course we’d execute that person slowly and painfully. Have you ever heard of the death of a thousand cuts? We reserve it for such special occasions.” He spoke cheerfully without a change in expression.

	“I… see.” Even if I’d been able to get a divorce, it would only bring new problems. Bora always used to tell me I was too reckless and I should think more about my actions. I should have listened to her. Had I truly needed ten skeletal dragons?

	Calum returned while my attendants were putting on my makeup. “I traveled all around Faan. I found stories about the Mandate of Heaven and the First Emperor’s crimes everywhere from shows for children to the civil-service exam. It’s real, I’m afraid.”

	Out of the corner of my mouth, I muttered, “I thought as much. Can you help me find the source of the ghost plague next? Another ghost dropped a hint about secret societies existing.”

	“I’ll investigate secret societies and powerful necromancers.”

	As he vanished, I called after him, “Be careful approaching any other necromancers! Don’t end up in a jar again.”

	The attendants didn’t bat an eye. They knew I was a necromancer. That would take some getting used to, but it beat being treated as a lunatic.
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	As it turned out, my surprise dinner host was Dowager Empress Bryleth. My attendants couldn’t have told me, because I doubted any of them knew she still lived. Their job had merely been to escort me to the correct location.

	She greeted me at a small two-person table in what had once been her private apartments. Bags had been packed full of belongings around her.

	“Are you leaving?” I asked.

	“Yes, I’m returning to my homeland. It’s been too long since I was allowed to go there.” Her eyes misted over. “In any event, I’ve been lurking around my quarters like a ghost with the help of a few people I trust. I need to leave before the palace at large realizes I’m still alive. At first I faked my death to hide from my late husband. But with the current situation, I fear my return could lead to more investigation into the circumstances behind my husband’s death and perhaps my son being blamed for the ghost plague.”

	“Not for killing his father?” I arched an eyebrow as I sat down across from her.

	Steam rose from the pot as she poured a cup of soup for me. Then she poured tea. “It would not be the first time a mad dragon needed to be removed from power. If the country prospers under the new ruler, people believe the Mandate of Heaven has been successfully passed on. If not, they might think the heavens have judged my son. Though in reality, I suspect the ghost plague has an earthly and malicious cause.”

	“Since you know that I know, can we dispense with the secrecy and you tell me exactly what happened?” Hunger had made me cranky. “Please.” I slowly sipped the hot soup.

	Bryleth poured herself a cup next, each movement elegant. Her forehead creased. “You have the right to ask out of concern for your own safety. I will answer all your questions. To begin with, the price dragons pay for their power is madness. All dragons develop obsessions: with beautiful gemstones, with art, with people. When their obsessions are unfulfilled, they lose their minds. My late husband was a cruel man who grew crueler over time. His obsession revolved around controlling me: everything I ate, everything I wore, eventually not even allowing me to leave my rooms. I was even denied access to my son because my husband did not want me to love anyone else. What kind of father is jealous of his own son? Julong was treated with coldness and indifference by his father at best, and harsh physical punishment at worst. Furthermore, as my husband became distracted from ruling, the chains tightened on all of us.” She touched her neck, where the tattoo had faded to almost nothing since I’d last seen her. “Julong felt the suffering of an empire neglected. And when my husband found me after my fake death and threatened to rip my legs off, Julong acted to defend me.”

	“I’m sorry for your pain,” I said. “I won’t reveal your secret. You can rest assured of my silence, because it would hurt me as well if Julong’s ability to rule his kingdom slipped.”

	“Thank you.” She had perfect manners as she ate, not making the slightest sound. “I hope you can understand a little how afraid Julong must have felt when he believed you’d uncovered his secret to blackmail him. I truly believe that he attempted to kill you in order to protect me.”

	“Whoa.” I held up my hand. “Are you trying to convince me to forgive him? I thought you warned me against him!”

	“My son kept his promise to me never to marry. You did this to yourself, despite all my warnings. I had hoped he would obsess over a lovely gemstone like the sacred treasure of Ava, because a pretty rock can be owned and a person can’t be. But a dragon’s obsession cannot change. Since it’s happened, I would like to see you two build a true bond. Dragons are more stable with a supportive partner. I love my son and wish him to be happy.” Her face and eyes were serene as an ocean yet held sincerity. “Julong can be terrible to his enemies, but he’s good to his loved ones. He nearly died and he ascended this horrible throne all to protect me, even though I’ve been a useless mother, unable to ever protect him. His feelings for you are real. Otherwise, he never would have lowered his head to me, asking for help repairing his relationship with you.”

	Madness ran in this entire family. I snorted. “You’re wasting your time trying to play the He had a rough past card. I had a cruel father and a cruel mother, and I got my beatings in poverty instead of luxury. Furthermore, I’m having a rough present because of your son.” The bitterness in my voice was probably because Julong’s mother clearly loved him. I couldn’t imagine what a mother’s love would feel like.

	“At least I can tell my son I tried.” She lowered her teacup with a shrug. “Just like I tried to warn you.”

	“There’s no need to rub that in. You didn’t warn me about the Mandate of Heaven.”

	“I thought everyone knew.”

	“Not on another continent, we don’t.” I suspected the local royalty didn’t want the idea of personal responsibility for leaders to catch on. Exhaling, I wiped my mouth of soup. “I may not have known what I was getting into, but I’m sincerely trying to stop the ghost plague. I’m unfamiliar with the political landscape. Can you give me an idea who might benefit from this?”

	“Truthfully, I don’t have any suspects. Any other country could list many people who would like to steal the throne, but no one wants to rule Faan. Every other dragon fled after forcing my son onto the throne for fear they might be next. A foreign power might seem more likely, but Faan has no strong international enmity, because we don’t play in the World Games. If refugees start fleeing because our crops fail, it would only be a nuisance to our neighbors. It seems certain that a necromancer caused this, but Faan is the place where necromancers are most respected and well treated because of the First Empress.” She sighed. “I wish I could be more helpful.”

	“Do you have a magical gift?”

	“I’m afraid not. I’m glad you’re a necromancer, Benoni. You’ll always have the strength to stand up for yourself against Julong.” She smiled at me. “I’m even more glad that you took over as Emperor-Consort. Because there is now someone else to do my former duties, the curse has lightened enough to let me leave the country. Thank you.”

	Ugh, did she have to rub that in?

	As I left, I considered if I should add the dowager empress to my possible suspects. She could be hiding a minor necromancy ability. The ghost plague could have been all to take revenge on the country where she’d been imprisoned and the people who had stood by and let it happen.

	But she loved her son. I had trouble believing she would wither the land, knowing it caused him physical pain. It was even more unlikely she’d have kept her magic secret through decades of abuse. I was grasping at straws because I had no other suspects.

	In truth, there was no guarantee I’d met the culprit. Life was not so convenient. I was unfamiliar with this country, and I’d barely had time to meet people in the palace, much less people across Faan. I needed to broaden my search.

	Time to work backward. Who benefitted from this crime? No one wanted the throne of Faan, so this might not be targeted at Julong. Perhaps the ghosts were only a side effect of the spell. Chingis/Jiang had caused a blight to drain the land and keep himself immortal. A necromancer might once again be causing death and destruction as part of a larger ritual. The purpose could be nearly anything that required a lot of power. I decided to follow Sarra’s advice and investigate secret societies.

	Since I wasn’t paying attention, I didn’t notice where my feet had taken me until I’d nearly walked out of the palace. Perhaps my subconscious wanted to go home.

	A young man wearing a guard uniform blocked my path. Instead of a weapon, he held a golden box. “A gift from Emperor Julong.”

	I blinked. “What’s the occasion?”

	“He said it was in honor of your lovely dark eyes.”

	I was curious. I opened the package to reveal a silver ring with a black diamond in the center. Sliding on the ring, I found it fit perfectly. That was a little creepy. “Thanks for delivering it.”

	“You’re not going to throw the ring at me?” He looked gravely disappointed.

	“You want me to?”

	He glanced sideways. “Empress Bryleth used to throw her husband’s presents at us, then we’d keep them.”

	“Sorry, but I grew up poor. Although my sisters have money now, I’d rather be independent. And I’ve yet to receive any pay for banishing so many ghosts, even though I was promised forty thousand aracoins.” I held up my ring to admire it. “I earned this.”

	His face fell.

	I sighed. “Fine, you can keep the box. It looks like it has real gold on it.”

	“You are most gracious, Your Imperial Majesty. Allow me to escort you to the rest of the gifts.”

	I liked the sound of that.

	The guard led me to the imperial bedrooms, opened the door, bowed, and departed.

	Rather than a bedroom, I would practically call this place a house. Silver gleamed around the edges of the alder desk, chairs, and table. The floor tiles must have been relics, because they felt heated. Silvery light glowed from each of the intricate tiles on the ceiling. The bed was tucked into a nook with a round doorway, the walls decorated with gold plates showing landscapes and waterfalls. Several more doors led off to other rooms. I could barely make them out among the presents.

	The boxes overflowed with clothing: both Eastern and Western finery. I felt surprised to see the velvet doublets and waistcoats of my homeland mixed in. The smaller boxes on the table contained jewelry and watches.

	But the books immediately drew my attention. I ran to those boxes first. There were necromantic texts that I’d only been able to read burned pieces from, and even more I’d never heard of. Carefully packed bottles glowed with power. The oak staff didn’t feel magical, but it looked ancient and impressive. More power radiated from the crystal ball, the candles, and the sticks of incense. For so long, I’d scraped by, making my own candles by hand. Julong had figured out exactly what I wanted. I was reluctantly impressed and even pleased.

	Julong stepped into the room behind me. His robe had been slightly opened to reveal a touch of collarbone. He smirked as if he was the greatest gift of all. “These trifles are the least I can offer my Emperor-Consort. I’m in the process of procuring more valuable necromantic relics.” He strode forward to where I knelt next to a box and lifted me to my feet. Taking a curl that had fallen out of my bun, he kissed it. He purred, “Does your new room please you?”

	Just look at him, trying to buy his way out of my anger after the stunt he’d pulled at lunch. At least he seemed to grasp that his main asset was money, since it certainly wasn’t his personality. Once again, I was reminded how easily the wealthy and powerful expected to be forgiven for a tiny bit of attempted murder, and it irritated me.

	I smiled in a way that my siblings would have known meant trouble. “You’re most gracious indeed to provide me with your own chamber to sleep in.”

	His eyes lit up. “These rooms are yours from now on.”

	“There’s only one thing that worries me.”

	“Just speak the word, and I will move mountains to soothe your concerns.”

	“If I’m sleeping in your bed, then I wonder where you’re planning to sleep?” While he was still surprised, I shoved him out the room and locked the door.

	What a pleasure to settle under the soft black-and-gold covers, with an emperor outside, scratching on the door like a cat begging to be let in.


	Chapter Sixteen

	Naturally, as soon as I fell asleep, Julong invaded my dream. This time, he had the nerve to appear on the bed directly next to me, long dark hair pooling on the pillow. He flashed seductive bedroom eyes. “I don’t mind a little mischief. I hope you’ll allow a prank from me in return.”

	Cupping my hands to my mouth, I shouted, “Calum!”

	Calum appeared by the bed in a flash. “I brought bagpipes, drums, and a kazoo.” He grinned as wickedly as an executioner offering to let the victim pick the method of death.

	Julong wisely vanished.

	Waking up, I stretched my arms in the dark room. “I’m glad that possessing me before bed allowed you into my dreams.”

	Inside my head, Calum grumbled, I can’t believe his nerve.

	“Don’t leave yet. I’m curious to see what I can do with you possessing me.” I reached out. I could sense the ghosts around the palace more clearly than ever before. With a twitch, I could have summoned them or made them solid. “This could be useful. You’re an amazing power source.”

	Can I try using disguise? Calum asked.

	“Sounds interesting.” I stood up, pressing a button on the end table to switch on the lights. This room had too many boxes as tripping hazards. Standing before a full-length mirror, I said, “Do whatever you’d like.”

	My image shifted into a perfect reflection of my older brother, as young as the day he’d gone off to die. Seeing his hazel eyes in my own face made tears well up.

	Calum popped out in a flash. “Sorry, it was merely the first idea to come to mind.”

	“It’s good to know that it works.” I swallowed a lump. I could never truly bring my brother back to life. “How interesting that you could change my entire body when, before, you merely obscured your face. The possession increases your powers as well as mine.” I winced to see a rash of flaking skin up my arm, the price of his gift. “We’ll have to use this sparingly.”

	“You and your vanity,” Calum said fondly. “I’ll leave you to sleep. I’m currently stalking the prime minister. In books, he’s the most likely to be after the throne.”

	It sounded silly to me, but I couldn’t honestly say I had any better ideas. “Did you check if Dowager Empress Bryleth returned to the Elven Empire?”

	“Yes, she did. Why?”

	“Just a theory I had that didn’t pan out.” I was glad it didn’t seem likely to be Bryleth. Julong shouldn’t have two terrible parents who both hated him. Not that I cared about the arrogant dragon—it was only that I knew all too well what that pain felt like.
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	I’d hoped that Julong’s revenge had ended with appearing in my dreams. As soon as he knocked on the door with a breakfast tray, I knew he had worse planned. He had too big a smirk for a man who’d been kicked out of his own bed.

	I took the tray and set it down on a table. “Leave before I summon the bagpipes again.”

	“I don’t think you want your brother to hear what I have to say to you.”

	Looking into his eyes, I declined to call his bluff. He radiated the confidence of a man holding high cards. Crossing my arms, I spoke with deliberate indifference. “Tell me what you have to say before my breakfast gets cold.”

	“Your brother is a truly remarkable ghost. Min can wax poetic about him for hours. When I first met you, you were digging up your parents’ bones in order to save him. How convenient that a carriage accident happened shortly after you realized you needed bones of family for your ritual.”

	I stared at him hard. “That’s all you have? A coincidence?”

	Julong laughed. “Normal people become indignant when falsely accused.” He stepped closer. “We both know that bones alone would not pay the price to turn a ghost into someone nearly alive. I finally found the book you used and confirmed my suspicious. The true price of the ritual was your parents’ death—or, rather, their murder.”

	I froze, calculating rapidly. Calum would believe me over any enemy. I could lie my way out of this.

	I’d hated my parents for their years of abuse, but I’d never taken revenge on them, because Bora still loved them with her excessively kind heart. Rather than cause my dear older sister a moment of pain, I would have let those two pieces of trash continue their sadomasochistic tango as its own punishment. They had been miserable people who deserved each other. But as soon as I’d discovered they needed to die in order for Calum to be saved, it had been an easy choice. I would have killed less-evil people to save my brother from being eternally trapped as a shade. After years of watching his suffering, I’d been ready to do whatever it took.

	Even the orcs didn’t know, although I’d gotten them to pull Calum’s shade away while I sabotaged the carriage wheel. I believed that Calum would eventually forgive me if he knew the truth. But he’d blame himself and carry around that guilt. I hadn’t expected him to cry for our parents after how both of them had abused him. He was kinder than me. If he knew, he’d convince himself that it was his fault rather than hate me for it. I would never let him bear the weight of my sin.

	I grabbed Julong by his collar and dragged him close. Spitting into his face, I growled, “If you ever dare speak the words you just said in front of my brother, then I’ll kill you. You know I can do it.”

	He smiled with pure delight. “Those are the eyes I fell in love with. The hate in your eyes, I adore it. It’s so much better than when you look at me with indifference.” He caressed my cheek. “I was delighted to learn we share the same sin. We’re both monsters, and we both know each other’s secrets now. You are beautiful when you’re protecting the family you love. I would do anything to have you hate someone so deeply on my behalf as you hate me right now.”

	A madman could not be reasoned with or properly threatened into silence. He did not fear death enough. I shouldn’t have given this asshole dragon brain damage. I definitely shouldn’t have married him. Sweat trickled down my forehead. “I’ll never forgive you if you tell.” Hadn’t he wanted my forgiveness? Surely, this threat would work if a death threat did not suffice.

	Dizzying desire swirled in his eyes. His thumb ran along my lip. I did not dare shake him off, could not move at all. He whispered to me like a confession: “I have no desire to expose you. I prefer to be the only one who sees your real self.”

	“Then what do you want?” I demanded, hating how the shaking in my voice betrayed my vulnerability. He had me by the curly hairs, and we both knew it.

	“I want you to love me, of your own free will. My parents’ marriage was a disaster that I have no desire to replicate. My family has a history of toxic romances, starting with the First Empress regularly attempting to murder her husband.” His big hands held my face gently. I remembered how with such ease those hands could crush my throat. That inhuman strength ghosted over my skin as if I was a painted eggshell to be handled with the most fragile care and love. Yet the tenderness could not mask the hunger in his eyes. He licked his lips. “The older dragons always told me I’d understand when I found my obsession. I hated it at the time, but they were right. I’d rather die by your hand than live forever without you.” Bending down, he licked my ear. It tickled, making me gasp. For the first time, I noticed his tongue was slightly forked. “Allow me just one chance to win your heart, and I will even defy the heavens for you. If there is truly no chance, then I will chain you to my side and enjoy what time we have together before you kill me.”

	“Let’s not jump straight to a suicide pact!” I laughed hysterically. “A date! Yes, that’s it. Let’s go on a date.”

	“Is that truly all you want?” He tilted my head to stare into his eyes. “I’ve offered you treasure, power, and destruction.”

	“I can’t force myself to love you. No one can control their own emotions like that. A date would be a way for us to get to know each other. I’m offering you the chance you wanted, by my culture’s customs.”

	His eyes narrowed. “Your brother won’t show up? Because if he does—”

	“Don’t threaten me.” I wrenched his hands off me, and he let me, although he was stronger. “Threats are no basis for love. Promise me that you’ll never tell that ridiculous story.” Even now, I was not willing to admit to the crime. “That’s my price in exchange for giving you a chance.”

	“Agreed. I would rather it be our secret.” He smirked with lazy confidence. “I’m the only one who would love you as your real self. You fear your family would turn on you if they knew the truth.” 

	“I don’t.” My anger was uncalculated and reckless, but I couldn’t let that accusation stand. “I want to bear all the guilt and pain on my own because it was my choice. Even if Calum hates what I did, he won’t hate me. Nothing I’m capable of doing would ever completely sever our bond. Why do you think I went so far for his sake? Because I know he loves me as much as I love him.”

	Julong reeled backward. He had not looked so shocked even when I’d rejected him. “I envy you that.” His words came out soft. “My mother once asked me to love her less. Most people fear the heaviness of a dragon’s love. But you? I think you could bear it.”

	“I can bear whatever I decide to,” I said icily. “Are you worth it?”

	“Let me give you a taste of what I can offer.” He took my face again and leaned down.

	It was slow enough that I could have pushed him away. I didn’t. Though I could have blamed fear, it would not be true. It was something more dangerous and insidious than fear: curiosity. I wanted to know if he meant his proclamations of love, to receive confirmation that this could not be some elaborate ploy for revenge or temporary insanity. And I wanted to know what he tasted like. I’d been wondering since the first time I met him in the graveyard. This might be a very bad decision, but I’d never let that stop me before.

	His lips touched mine once gently, then again, and again. He’d barely even grazed me, yet my heart leapt up my throat. It felt like a predator testing to see which parts would be most appetizing. Already I feared a nibble to be the start of the devouring.

	I gasped, and that was it, the signal he’d been waiting for. He placed his hands on my hips and locked our lips together. Sparks danced from his fingers—quite literal sparks, a tingling lightning I could no longer tell from my body’s sensations. It did not hurt. Somehow, it made every sensation stronger. He slid his tongue into my mouth. I’d never acted like a blushing virgin, but the power pouring off him had me too dizzy to respond. When I squirmed, he held me in place with ease. I let him tease and toy with me until my breath soaked in his jasmine scent and my lungs were full of him. The lightning danced down my body and curled my toes, then I went limp.

	As if I weighed no more than his bracelet, he lifted me and placed me in the chair in front of my breakfast tray. He whispered, “It looks like that’s all you can handle for now. You’ll have to eat well in order to build up your strength before our date. After all, you did promise you could bear all of my love.”

	This time, he left the bedroom with a skip in his step.

	With my elbows on the table, I collapsed my head into my hands. My ragged breathing filled the room. Only now did the magnitude of what had happened start to catch up with me.

	Julong had me caught in an inescapable trap. I’d have given up far more than a measly date to prevent ever causing my family as much pain as they’d go through if my crime got exposed. He could have blackmailed me straight into the bed behind us.

	I’d been saved because he wanted me to come to him willingly. Then I’d let him see that he had a real chance at seducing me, which opened an entirely new set of dangers.

	There was no longer any way I could deny that I had a dragon completely and irrevocably obsessed with me. I had no idea what to do about it. The nagging voice in the back of my head suggesting that I couldn’t make matters any worse by sleeping with him was not helping. It could always get worse. Though I had to admit, that had been an amazing kiss.

	Sarra appeared sitting across from me. “I’ve found a very good lead—What’s wrong? You look feverish.”

	I slammed my face on the table and moaned, “You were right. The hot assholes are more trouble than they’re worth.”
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	On the round stage below, an actor wearing a white veil moaned like a ghost. The rowdy audience cheered and even shouted suggestions for how to murder the revenge target.

	Julong and I watched from the balcony above. We’d both dressed in brown Western waistcoats, with a cloak and hood to obscure our features. With his blue eyes, Julong could pass as a foreigner. Just in case, a transparent curtain around us helped block us from view, and we were too high for anyone to hear our conversation. Not that anyone looked up at us. The crowd was too enraptured with the play.

	Although a servant had purchased and delivered our braised beef stew from the street stand below, we’d been left alone for our date. Julong picked out the vegetables and set them aside. “The stew is decent, but my chefs can make better. Why were you so insistent about trying the stew at this particular street stand?”

	“A friend recommended it.” And I had a more important reason for coming there. “You shouldn’t complain on a date. This is your chance to be charming.”

	An amused glint in his eye, he immediately tilted his chin up and smiled. He looked good with his hair hanging loose to his shoulders, and he clearly knew it. “I prepared a gift for you.” He inclined his head at the play below.

	Curious, I turned to pay more attention. An actor entered wearing yellow, spoke about the ghost’s grievances, and banished the ghost. The narrator loudly praised the Emperor-Consort’s virtue and kindness in saving the kingdom and even showing compassion for lowly ghosts.

	It raised annoyed goosebumps down my arms. I certainly didn’t think of myself as a saint. I liked ghosts more than living people, so I’d never thought about saving living people from them. “When did I develop such a pristine image? Wait—this is your present. You’re manipulating public opinion of me.”

	Julong half-shrugged. “Would you rather have been seen as a madman who prefers ghosts to humans?”

	That would have been closer to my usual image and not entirely wrong. “No, I see your point. Since I seem to be stuck in this country for the foreseeable future, it’s more useful to have a good image. May I take it that this play is spreading across Faan?”

	“As quickly as I can bribe acting troupes.” He smiled like a cat who’d caught a bird. As if to prove my simile right, he ate a particularly large chunk of beef.

	Below, the actors packed up their set. A gentle breeze tickled the curtain and my hair. “Make sure someone handsome plays me.”

	“I’ll include it in the instructions, as I’ll fulfill all your wishes,” he said seriously. “What else should we do on a date?”

	I’d never had the time for anything besides casual flings, always busy with my research. I didn’t know. “Uh… we ask questions to get to know each other.”

	“An exchange of information where we take turns? That sounds fair. I’ll go first.” He brushed my wrist. “How would I go about seducing you?”

	“I’m not sure.”

	His eyebrows drew together. “That’s hardly a fair answer.”

	“It’s an honest one, though. I can’t say I’ve ever put much thought into it. Besides, your question was cheating. It hardly counts as seduction if I tell you what to do.” I raised a hand to forestall further protests. “My turn.” Then I hesitated, because I hadn’t prepared a question. If I’d had longer to think, I would have used this opportunity in a calculated fashion. Instead, I asked, “Why did you flirt with me the day before you tried to kill me?”

	He winced. “It feels unpleasant to bring that up during our date.”

	“It felt unpleasant when you strangled me.” I raised one eyebrow deliberately. “Give me an honest answer. I’ve gotten good at telling when you lie to me.”

	“Because I found you attractive, of course.” His eyes soaked in every last detail of my face. “You were interesting from the moment I first met you. I’d never seen someone so fearless, whether toward ghosts or me.”

	The answer pleased me. But I didn’t trust it. “You were playing me when you tried to kiss me, though. Don’t deny it. I told you not to lie to me.” I crossed my arms, a defense against his ravenous gaze.

	“Ah, so you noticed?” He chuckled. “I’m impressed. I did have ulterior motives. When I picked you, I thought it would be easier to convince an inexperienced foreigner to divert suspicion away from my father’s death. If I’d been able to seduce you, I thought you would be less likely to suspect me.”

	“I knew it!” My vindication tasted bitter. He’d looked down on me from the beginning. “You treated me like a patsy!”

	“Surely, it comforts you that I will freely admit to being wrong. You were much more than I imagined.”

	“Because I’m more powerful than you thought?” I sneered. He liked my power, once again only caring about what he could get from me.

	“You proved more in every way: more clever and more strong-willed. I mistook my initial feelings for you as curiosity. Perhaps I was in denial. It only made me angrier when I thought you’d betrayed me.” His lashes drooped. “You deceived me, too. You pretended to be sweet and innocent. I’ve never been fond of foolishly good people. When I saw your real face, then I lost my heart.”

	“That was no pretending; that was you failing to see below the surface.” Yet I could not deny being slightly flattered. Even though I’d never thought of myself as a good person, I still wanted someone to like me. I’d never expected anyone to accept the crime I’d committed. Julong and I were in a unique position to understand each other. It made me happier than I would have expected.

	He inclined his head to acknowledge the point. “I’ve regretted it ever since. If I hadn’t underestimated you, I’d have known you would never be so foolishly caught if you wanted to destroy me.”

	“A few regrets don’t make you redeemable,” I muttered, ducking my head to hide my embarrassment.

	“I try to avoid getting attached to humans. Short-lived races are too fleeting. I resolved to never fall in love, but I didn’t want to be like those dragons who obsess over a jewel. Those fools will die to keep a mere object. How could one pretty rock ever be worth pouring your heart and soul into? Besides, only loving a jewel would be too lonely.”

	His voice caught on the last word. Staring into his eyes, I saw the depths of his loneliness. Other dragons feared and avoided this land that had cursed them, there was a wall between him and his mother, and he feared to develop attachments to humans. I could understand being alone all too well. I’d hidden my gift since childhood. It had put a distance between me and other people, even my own family. I’d never felt safe.

	It would be easy to pity him, but that would be falling into his trap. Once again, I reminded myself that was how the hot assholes got you.

	“I’m glad it was you who caught my heart.” He met my gaze. “You’re more beautiful than any jewel and far more interesting.”

	“I haven’t agreed to anything yet.” I focused on the meal. Stew was easy to spoon up, but the side vegetable dishes had arrived with chopsticks again. I tried to hold mine together, dropped them, and cursed.

	“Allow me.” Julong held up a vegetable between his chopsticks. “You can have all of mine, too.” That playful smirk of his had returned.

	Below, a set of musicians wearing red arrived and set up their instruments. “I can feed myself.” I dropped my pickled ginger, making me look like a liar.

	“I’ll teach you.” Julong stood up and moved behind my chair. He positioned his head so that his hair brushed against my cheek—he had to be doing that on purpose. Underneath the herbal scent of his shampoo I smelled the sweetness of lightning. It reminded me of the inhuman beast lurking within. His dragon form had been terrifying but so beautiful, I would have asked to ride him again if he wouldn’t have definitely turned that into an innuendo. Maybe I should have let him feed me. It would have been less intimate than this.

	Julong took my hands and placed a chopstick between my thumb and the base of my ring finger. “Keep this one steady.” His long fingers had no calluses, as befitting an emperor. My own hands had grown softer since college, but I had some scars from working in the field and dear old Dad. He placed the second chopstick where my index finger and thumb connected. “This one moves to pick up food.” Lifting my hand, he expertly controlled my finger to pick up a carrot slice. I bent my arm to bring it up to my mouth and swallow.

	“That seems easy.” Begrudgingly, I added, “Thank you. Let me try it.”

	After he let go of my hand, I tried on my own. My second carrot landed on the floor.

	As I bent to pick it up, I grumbled, “How did you make it so effortless?”

	“I’ve been practicing since early childhood.” He ripped off a piece of napkin, then used it to tie the ends of my chopstick together. “Try it now.”

	I imitated his placement, picked up the largest carrot, and brought it to my mouth. Victory tasted sweet, or that might have been the honey sauce. “It’s much easier now. How did you come up with such a clever idea?”

	“Children learn how to use chopsticks this way.” Ugh, he gave me that superior smirk again.

	I decided not to allow my triumph to be ruined. “It’s your turn to ask a question.” I ate faster now, only dropping a vegetable once. Below us, the musical group had taken out a four-stringed lute, a three-stringed lute, and a flute. The singer played a clapper. The soft, gentle notes drifted up to us on the wind.

	His tongue flashed over his lips. “What’s your favorite position in bed?”

	I choked on a bok choy. Wiping my mouth, I said, “I’m not answering that, and it still counts as your question.”

	He pouted. “I should get another question since I let you have a follow-up.”

	“Fine, but it had better not be sexual.”

	He hesitated, thinking about it. “Why did your oldest sister name her World Games team the Dragon Maidens? Is she an admirer?”

	“Don’t get full of yourself. Ysabel’s team was originally called the Holy Maiden’s Honor Guard. Then she merged with the halfling team, both because the Halfling Confederacy was doing poorly and to get around all the obstacles the church kept throwing up to prevent her from competing. Sigma, the former captain of the halfling team, is the daughter of a dragon—she’s adopted. Her team was called the Dragon’s Daughters.” They’d taken up their name because Sigma’s second father had donated a pile of gold. “The two teams merged their name into the Dragon Maidens.” Probably because it sounded much more imposing than Holy Daughters. A piece of broccoli escaped me. Scowling, I focused more on my food.

	Julong picked up the broccoli and placed it inside my chopsticks with expert grace. “Oh, yes, now I remember that very ambitious halfling thief who stole a Western dragon’s heart.”

	“You make it sound like all dragons know each other, even the ones from different continents.”

	“We have a very small population, so yes. I kept a careful eye on the gossip, hoping to find some gullible Western dragon I might trick into inheriting the throne instead of me.” He sighed. “Then I was forced to kill my father early to stop him from maiming my mother, and all my plans were for nothing.”

	“Look at the bright side: if you hadn’t taken the throne, then you never would have met me.”

	I’d been speaking sarcastically. Yet his face brightened. “That’s true.”

	Face warming, I looked away. I’d rather he be suave than sincere. The latter gave me butterflies in my stomach. I groped for another question to keep the conversation moving. Since we’d just been talking about adoption, and since it was a common compatibility question, I asked, “Do you want children?”

	“Biological children were always unlikely for me because of my preference for men, and I decided a long time ago that I would never adopt. I don’t dislike children, but I have no confidence in my ability to be a father. I’ve never had a good example of one. More importantly, I could never put a child in danger of inheriting the throne of Faan and its curse.” His face turned to stone. The sky darkened as if in response to his emotions.

	For a moment, I wondered if he was exaggerating. So far, the curse had been livable. Then I remembered the horrible, wrenching pain of the Mandate of Heaven. If my sister hadn’t been available to heal me, I’d have suffered for far longer. I could certainly sympathize with not wanting to force that situation on a child. “Are you worried about not being able to raise an heir for your throne? It seems dangerous to have the succession undecided. Surely, at least one person would consider the power worth the price and agree voluntarily so you could select a competent heir. Sorry, it’s not my turn to ask questions.”

	“We don’t need to be so formal about it.” He relaxed into his chair, and the heaviness eased up. The musicians below had briefly faltered at the storm clouds but now resumed playing. “Among humans, I’m sure I could find someone to agree, but the curse insists on dragons. We’re a selfish lot only interested in our obsessions, and we already have enough magical power so as not to crave political power. There’s always a battle for who will be forced to rule Faan, so we never manage to have a designated successor. It’s messy, but there’s no way around it. The Mandate of Heaven punishes incompetent rulers as harshly as evil ones. Those not fit for the throne do not last long. Dragons figured out long ago that we needed to force the crown on someone smart.”

	The darkness in his voice made me shiver. Having grown up under an incompetent king, I could see the benefits of the Mandate of Heaven. It wasn’t fun being the person cursed, though. Adding insult to injury, I had no one to blame besides myself. There had been so many warnings I’d ignored.

	Julong misinterpreted the look on my face. “Did you want children?” He looked sincerely worried.

	“Me? I’m neutral on the subject; could be happy either way. I agree with your reasons why we should not even consider adoption.” I left it unspoken that back in my village, it had never been a realistic option, so I had never thought too much about it. “My two nieces are the light of my existence, I love spending time with them, and I love being able to give them back to their parents when we’re done playing. Uncle is the best role. All the fun and none of the responsibility.”

	He smiled. “I, too, could spoil small children. I am excellent at giving gifts, and children love the horns.”

	“Next on my list of standard dating questions, I should ask you about where you want to live—but we’re both stuck in Faan.”

	“Faan is a lovely nation welcoming to necromancers.”

	“True, and people even put on flattering plays about me.”

	“I could fly you to your homeland very quickly whenever you want to visit.”

	The memory of wind in my hair brought a smile to my lips. “You’ve sold me.” Caught up in the atmosphere, with music playing softly below and a delicious taste on my lips, being bound to Faan no longer seemed so bad. I didn’t have many good memories of my village. People here accepted me and respected my abilities. I even felt in good charity with the handsome devil across from me who had blackmailed me into a date. “Although you’ll need to develop better relations with my siblings to go near my nieces. It would help to compliment the flower gardens and pretend some flunky sent the letter rejecting Arahasnor. You need to apologize to Calum for beating him up.”

	Julong recoiled. “Me? Apologize to a lowly ghost?”

	He’d been doing so well, too. I crossed my arms and stared him down. “That’s my condition if you want a second date. The ghost is your older brother-in-law, so what does that make you, lower than a ghost?”

	“Why do you care so much about your brother? He acts like a fool—”

	“Speak one more word, and I’ll take this conversation to somewhere I can raise skeletons and you can transform for a fight,” I said with cold deadliness. I meant it, too. I’d already detected the closest cemeteries.

	Julong took in the look on my face and had the sense to backtrack. “Pardon my ignorant question. Humans normally love their siblings. Dragons tend to have small families, with large age gaps between siblings if we have any, and we’re solitary creatures who do not share territory. We strike out on our own in adulthood. I’ve never had a brother or sister. If I did, I suppose we would have fought to stick the other person with the crown.”

	Since he truly didn’t know, I decided to answer sincerely his question about why I cared about my siblings. “My relationship with Calum might not be a normal one by human standards. He’s more than a decade older, and he raised me because my mother rejected me as a baby. She wouldn’t hold me or look at me or feed me. If she spoke a word to me, it was to tell me I should have never been born. My father was useless at best and violent at worst. In some ways, Calum is my brother, but in some ways, he’s my parent. Bora took over a lot of the parenting too, learning how to cook before she could even reach the cabinets. Ysabel couldn’t live with us, but she kept us from starvation by sending money. Once, she founded an entirely new school because I got bullied at mine. I couldn’t have survived to adulthood without them.”

	“I would offer to kill your parents if they weren’t already dead,” he said softly.

	Maybe I was a twisted person, because I found that to be sweet. “Calum dropped out of school when he was a preteen to earn money. He did errands around town and later got a job with a baker so he could bring home leftover food. He insisted on me and Bora staying in school. The closest he came to getting an education was when he showed up at my school to beat up my bullies.”

	“I could kill the bullies?”

	“There I draw the line. You can’t threaten to kill people over kiddie grudges.” I let my smirk show. “Besides, I already beat them all up after I figured out how to let Desolation possess me.”

	“I should have known you would handle it on your own.” He nodded. “I understand better now. You owe your siblings a debt. Your brother did not have parental responsibilities toward you but took them on regardless. That was certainly laudable.”

	“I wasn’t even grateful at the time. Calum seemed like a pain, always nagging me to do chores. I’d get angry when he put me in bed early. I didn’t realize until later that he always shut me into the bedroom before our dad came home. When Dad showed up drunk, Calum would plant himself on the stairs and block the path to me and Bora, no matter how many times he got hit.” My voice choked. “When I was young, Calum seemed amazingly big and strong. Then when I turned twelve, I realized my big brother had been merely my age when I was born. He’d been a child raising a child. I had Calum and Bora and Ysabel to protect me. My sisters had Calum. But Calum had no one.” My throat thickened. Tears threatened to fall from my eyes. “I… have a lot of bad memories. But my best memory from my early childhood is my birthday. Our parents didn’t celebrate birthdays at all. Every year, Calum would save up to buy my favorite cake at the bakery. They were small cakes, so I ate it all by myself. I don’t know when Calum’s birthday is. No one ever did anything for him. I don’t know my own brother’s birthday, and I’m ashamed to ask him.” I could no longer hold back the tears. They fell on my mostly empty plate. “I felt glad when I became a necromancer, even if it was a death sentence in my village, because I could finally do something for my brother in return. I’ll never tell him exactly what crime I committed, because this time, I’m going to be the one standing on the stairs, letting nothing that can hurt him pass.”

	Julong came around the table and put an arm on my shoulders. He murmured, “I won’t tell him even if he plays those unholy pipes at me again.”

	I wiped my face, ashamed. I’d never meant to say so much. Once I’d started talking, I hadn’t been able to stop. I’d have accused Julong of bewitching me, except he looked as surprised as me.

	“I’ll send spies to figure out his birthday.”

	I laughed in a raspy way. “You don’t need to go to so much trouble.”

	He rubbed my back. “I’ll assign a diplomat to research Arahasnor birthday customs. We’ll surprise him. In addition, I’ll consult with Min on how to sacrifice clothing and jewelry to a ghost. I could arrange for your brother to attend school even as a ghost. If I allow ghostly education, then no one can gainsay me.”

	Oh, no, he’d finally found my weakness: the gift I wanted more than jewels or even necromancy books. A gift I’d have bargained with him for. Even worse, a gift I could not help but be grateful for after it had been freely given. My eyes misted. “Thank you.”

	He squeezed my shoulder. “I’ll apologize to your brother, too. It turns out I owe him. If he hadn’t protected you, then I never would have met you.”

	His voice held such sincerity that I didn’t dare look into his eyes. If I did, I might forget all the reasons he was a bad idea, starting with him blackmailing me into this date. Instead, I stared at my plate. A slip of red paper peeked out from under the very last piece of beef. “Ah-ha! I found it!”

	“Found what?”

	I unfolded the paper to reveal a string of numbers. “Is this an address?”

	“Yes, why is there an address in our meal? When I get a surprise, I assume it’s poison.”

	“The former Holy Maiden and current ghost Sarra told me about a secret society called the Thunder Worshipers who have been attempting to breach the barrier between life and death. They might have caused the plague, either accidentally or deliberately. They use this street-food stand to pass messages about their meetings. That’s why I told you to order a Red Hot Special.”

	His eyes widened, and he slowly smiled. “And that’s why you asked us to come here incognito. I thought you merely wanted to torment me. Instead, you brought me here to destroy our enemies.”

	“I had multiple purposes. You like me because I’m smart.” I held up the paper. “Is the emperor willing to get his hands dirty to catch criminals with me?”

	His sharp teeth bared in a grin. “What date would be complete without dessert?”


	Chapter Seventeen

	A dozen gabled houses had been built alongside the river, not far outside the city. The homes perched on stilts over the water. They had slanted straw roofs with holes peeking through and two floors with balconies. Faded wooden walls showed signs of water damage. In my professional opinion, this would be the perfect site for a haunted-house story. Though I didn’t detect any ghosts yet.

	“The homes look abandoned,” I said.

	“They are abandoned,” Julong replied. “Flooding made this area dangerous. I believe I ordered these buildings torn down as hazards. Compensation was given to the former residents.”

	“Maybe they haven’t been destroyed yet because a secret society stepped in to use them as a hideout?”

	“Possible, although given government bureaucracy, there wouldn’t need to be a conspiracy to explain the delay.”

	I looked around. A few birds chattered in the distance, and a rat ran by the water. “Should I summon some ghostly aid?”

	“Intruders on our date? I think not. We can handle this.” Julong strode forward.

	He was right. I didn’t even sense anyone alive around, much less dead. We had probably arrived too late for the meeting, but we might at least be able to uncover some clues. I followed Julong at a slightly slower pace. At least I had familiar Arahasnor-style leather shoes, easy to walk in. I stepped around the puddles, feeling nervous about staining my expensive pants. The habits of poverty were hard to break.

	Our designated address led to the house on the far right. We approached from the side to avoid the water. The door was locked, so Julong kicked it down. The crash sent the birds fleeing.

	Moss ran down the stone tile floor, with a gaping hole near the door. I frowned. “I’m not convinced this floor can bear our weight.”

	Julong knelt. “The dust appears undisturbed, except for a rat’s pawprints. I see no signs of a recent meeting. We might be in the wrong place.”

	“Or we might have arrived early?” Before I could finish my thought, pale shimmering hands fastened around me from behind.

	Dozens of silent ghosts were around me, all wearing ancient armor. Their icy fingers dug in to my arms and legs. I tried to control them, then banish them. Neither worked.

	Impossible. I’d never failed to banish a ghost touching me.

	In mere seconds, before I had time to summon help, the ghosts dragged me into the river.

	From the first touch of the cold, murky water, memories came flooding back: the pain of falling into the moat, my limbs refusing to work, the sensation of being unable to breathe. I froze a moment too long. Then the ghosts were all over me, their hollow eyes unblinking, forcing my mouth to open so I would drown—

	Water exploded from the river, displaced by the enormous dragon landing inside. Julong blazed like a sun underwater. His claws ripped through the ghosts around me. What was solid enough to touch me could be touched in return. With surprising gentleness, one claw lifted me up and placed me on his neck, out of the river.

	The ghosts lunged. I could see now there had been at least a hundred of them. They didn’t stand a chance.

	Julong slashed through the ghosts. Even when their torsos were severed, they did not bleed or cry in pain. They kept floating and swimming after him, even in pieces. A set of hands with no body crawled up the scales toward me. Eyes burning, I coughed up water. My limbs shook.

	There was at least one skeleton in the river but old and buried. When I tried to reach it, the power slipped away from me.

	Lightning arced down Julong’s scales with uncanny precision. It did not touch me. Instead, it scorched the ghostly hands, knocking them away.

	The sky overhead had turned black as night. Julong raised his head and roared, the furious rage of a dragon whose treasure had been touched by greedy, unworthy hands.

	Lightning came down like rain. Never before had I seen it strike from hundreds of clouds at once. It burned my eyes until I had to close them. The heavens themselves roared as if revolting against the unnatural existence of these ghosts. A deep sympathy roused in my chest. These ghosts did not talk or react or even seem to feel. Something had been stripped away from them. Both the sky and I knew that a crime against nature had been committed. The air around me whispered, demanding judgement from the Lord Necromancer.

	When the crackling stopped, I looked. The ghosts had been pinned down by bonds of lightning, helpless as turtles on their backs.

	Julong landed on the bank and shifted. For a moment, I gasped as my perch vanished, leaving me a good distance above the ground. He held out his arms and caught me as I fell.

	“Can you speak?” he murmured. “Did I burn your eyes?” His hands stroked my wet hair, pouring energy into me. The connection between us already meant I could heal faster than a normal human. Extra power surged through me. If my sister’s healing soothed, then this healing burned.

	I coughed one last time, then the pain in my throat vanished. “I’m fine now. Thank you for the rescue.”

	His eyes sparkled like lightning. “Did you fall in love with me yet? Protection is my main strong point. I never thought I’d win you over with moral character.”

	I laughed. “Your sense of humor isn’t bad.”

	“To think for a moment I thought I might have scared you. I should have known better.”

	“As if you could scare a necromancer.” I pinched his cheek. “I happen to like monsters. You were beautiful when you called down the storm.”

	A sincere compliment seemed to take him off guard. He gaped.

	“Let me down.” I jumped out of his arms while he was still stunned. “I need to save the ghosts.”

	“You’re concerned for the ghosts even now? There’s such a thing as being excessively kind.”

	“I’m not a softhearted fool; I’m a professional.” I knelt down next to the closest severed head. Those blank eyes were all too familiar. I’d seen them staring at me for years, haunting every moment of my life, in Calum’s face above his slit throat. I shivered. “Someone is controlling these ghosts. They aren’t even people anymore. It… reminds me of what was done to my brother before I saved him.”

	I couldn’t save these ghosts. Their clothing looked from an era long past, and their parents would be long dead. Not that I had any intention of sacrificing living people to save ghosts I’d never met, either. I knew my own limits. I would not tackle more than I was capable of. At the same time, I would always do what I could.

	Reaching down, I brushed the ghost’s thinning hair. The eyes gazing up at me held no color. I could see hints of the person he had been in his crooked nose and pockmarked cheeks. “What has been done to you is a great crime. I swear I will find and punish the perpetrator. You may rest in peace.”

	The lightning had weakened the ghosts enough to let me do my work. I’d also considered the possibility that their master had abandoned them after they’d failed, no longer bothering to hold me in check. With a single touch, I released the ghost from this world.

	Wet clothing clung to my skin. It made me shiver. I should get this over with. Moving to the other ghosts, I banished each one. When I rose for the final time, my knees hurt. “The Thunder Worshipers must have noticed us. I don’t know if they abandoned their original meeting place or changed the message. Either way, this was a trap.”

	In a silky voice, Julong said, “Those poor ghosts. We’ll definitely avenge them.”

	“Hey, you don’t need to pretend to care.” I walked over and punched him in the shoulder. “You like me because I see your true self, remember? I know you’re not concerned about the suffering of some long-dead ghosts. That’s fine. Your strong point is being useful, not compassionate. I don’t need you to be personally invested. Even I realize I’m unusually attached to dead people. I need you to turn all your contacts and spies toward finding the culprits. Then you’ll take care of the problem plaguing your country, and I’ll fulfill my promise to get revenge.”

	He threw back his head and laughed like thunder. “Just when I think it’s impossible for you to become more charming, you prove me wrong.” He put both arms around me and tugged me close as if about to kiss me again. His eyes swirled with the greed of a dragon who had gotten a nibble and wanted more.

	“I swallowed that disgusting water,” I warned. “Later.”

	“Will there be a later?” The arms around my back had no intention of letting me go.

	“That depends on if you keep your promise to apologize to Calum.” I tapped his nose. “You could help your case by giving me a fast ride back to the palace and fresh clothing.” I raised my hand. “And don’t even make the joke about riding you; I’m too wet to find it funny.”

	His laughter boomed as he transformed again.
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	Lying on the emperor’s bed, wearing a comfy cotton robe, I mused over our surprisingly successful date. I had expected the romance to be a disaster while I at least caught a few criminals. It had been the other way around.

	I could truly set aside my past grudge against Julong, at least if he kept his promise to apologize to Calum. After all, I’d already gotten my revenge. Both of us were a pair of murderers. I had no moral high ground from which to judge him.

	The draconic obsession was another matter. I remembered the warning the orcs had given me, back when I’d first met Julong: with a dragon, I had to either make it work or kill him. Giant flying monsters didn’t do breakups.

	Was it insane to be considering making it work? We were irrevocably married. I needed him alive. And…I liked him. I hadn’t realized how badly I’d wanted someone to accept me despite the crime I’d committed. It even made me a tiny bit pleased he’d known me well enough to figure out the truth.

	Sarra had warned me about hot assholes, but Julong could not kill me. Physically could not because of our bond. In that sense I was safer with him than some random man I flirted with at my family party. If it went wrong, then I had my dragon skeletons.

	It took an unusual person to love a necromancer. I had no illusions about myself: my own moral compass had a broken needle. I didn’t care enough about the living besides my family, and I cared too much about the dead. Julong had discovered the worst thing I’d ever done and still loved me. I had seen his darkest side as well. It did not frighten me. My sense of fear had never been normal, either.

	Was trying to make it work the more-normal option or the less-normal one? I’d always tried to become more normal, to fit in and be a decent person. Normal people didn’t jump straight to murdering their husband, right?

	I had an uncomfortable suspicion that the normal-person move would have been to run away from Julong without killing him first, but that was stupid. He’d been quite clear he wouldn’t let me. If I did something as foolish as allow him to have a warning before a fight, he could mobilize his entire country to negate my powers and imprison me. Yet I’d still look like the bad guy if I made a preemptive strike. Normal ethics were inconvenient. But wait! Normal people fell for hot assholes all the time! I was in the clear to make it work. Good, because I didn’t want to kill him. It would have been a tragedy for the world to lose such a fine dragon, and I liked him, claws and all.

	Perhaps it took two unusual people to fit together, like a jigsaw piece with a razor edge. Or perhaps two monsters would devour each other. It would be fun to find out.
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	In the hazy cloud of my dreams, I felt two large hands hold down my wrists. Jasmine scent tickled my nose, then my lips were full of him. It was a good thing I did not need to breathe in a dream. Julong gave me not a single morsel of air as he forced my lips open. One hand reached down to touch me and—

	I woke up, pissed off and uncomfortably aroused. Without even dressing, I stormed into the hallway and flung open the neighboring door. “How dare you invade my dreams? Just when I decided to give you a chance, you assault me in my sleep?”

	After being booted from his bedroom, Julong had started sleeping in his study. Most of the space had been taken over by the giant bed he’d added. He sat at his desk, poring over papers. Looking up, he said, “I didn’t invade your dream. I’m not even asleep.”

	As further evidence, he wore his royal robes, and I knew from experience those took a while to put on. When I thought back, my dream had contained the hazier quality of real dreams, not like the eerie realism of our shared visions.

	If only I could melt through the floor and straight to the Moon Devil’s hell. I’d had a genuine sex dream. Worse, he knew I’d been dreaming about him. “I-I’m sorry. I wasn’t dreaming at all. I was… confused.”

	Smirking, he tilted his head. “Perhaps I can cast light on your confusion if you tell me exactly what happened in your dream.”

	I slammed the door in his smug face.
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	I knew exactly how to get revenge on that arrogant dragon. It was time for his apology. Unfortunately, Calum didn’t want to cooperate.

	“I don’t have any interest in talking to that traitor.” Calum immediately tried to phase through my bedroom wall.

	I grabbed his cape to stop him. “You don’t want to see the proud emperor grovel?”

	“I know what’s going on.” Calum glared. “Julong wants to get back into your good graces, and I’m not letting him. He doesn’t deserve another chance with you.”

	“I only agreed to get to know him better and see if we could make this marriage work. I’m not jumping into anything serious.” Which sounded strange, given we were already married.

	He grabbed my ears and yanked them. “Don’t be an idiot! He tried to kill you!”

	It greatly annoyed me when Calum treated me like a child. I slapped his hands away. “Yeah, and I stabbed him back. It was political, not personal. Someone else framed me for spying on him and stealing from him.”

	Calum raised his eyes to the ceiling and cried sarcastically, “Oh, so, he only tried to kill you for political reasons! What a great basis for a relationship!”

	“I created the marriage bond so he couldn’t attempt to murder me ever again.”

	“And I would have told you that was a bad idea if you’d asked me first.” Calum put his hands on his hips. “I’m going to follow you around and play bagpipes whenever you’re near him from now on.”

	“No, you’re not.” I exhaled sharply and sat on the bed. “I was a child when you died. But I’m an adult now. I know that must be an adjustment. But you can’t still act like my parent. You never should have been forced into that role to begin with, and I’m grateful you stepped up. For both of our sakes, that needs to stop. I want you to live your own unlife.”

	In response to the seriousness of my tone, he sat down next to me. “I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do with my afterlife. It’s not as though I need a job to eat. I never had any ambitions besides trying to get Ysabel out of the church alive.”

	“Want to go back to school? Julong offered to help.”

	“Why would he do that? He looks down on me.”

	“This is his peace offering.”

	“Humph. School would be fun, after we figure out the ghost plague.” He paused. “I can be overprotective, but I think it’s entirely reasonable to be concerned about you dating someone who tried to kill you.”

	“I inflicted a few fatal injuries in return.”

	“That doesn’t help your case.” He huffed. “My heart nearly stopped a second time when I saw a dragon strangling you.”

	“It was not his finest moment.”

	“You’re not going to claim he changed?”

	I laughed. “No, I understand precisely what I’m getting into with him. He’s an emperor and a dragon. He’s fully capable of killing to protect his kingdom or his family. However, I do think there’s a big difference between domestic violence and trying to eliminate a political enemy. Now that our lives are bound together, we have no reason to harm each other. If circumstances ever changed to make us enemies, I’d win.” I oversold my confidence a little, but I did believe I had the upper hand. Julong couldn’t kill me, but I could kill him.

	“I believe you.” Calum clapped me on the back. “Who would have thought the baby of the family would turn out to be the strongest one? You’ve got me as a secret weapon, too. I feel better knowing I can tell when you’re in danger.”

	“You don’t need to worry so much. I’m a monster too, just like Julong. That’s why I like him.” And you’ll never find out how much of a monster I am.

	“Don’t be dramatic. Is this about your necromancy? You’re not a monster. And frankly, neither is Julong, or I wouldn’t let him near you, no matter what you said. You’re both people with flaws—him more than you, of course. Personally, I don’t think he’s bringing much to the table except looks and money, but I suppose you can date for those if you chose.” Calum’s forehead wrinkled. “Fine, I’ll let your dragon emperor apologize, and I’ll let you decide if he’s worthy of you. No one could ever be good enough for my baby brother in my eyes.”

	I rolled my eyes. “How old do you think you look? I should start calling you my younger brother.”

	With a concerned expression, Calum did rapid math on his fingers. “Tough luck; I’m still older than you even if we don’t count the years when I was dead.”

	Dammit! He was right. I eyed him, wondering if it would be possible to freeze him in time for a few more years.

	“I saw that look.” He backed away. “Too bad for you, you used the one ritual that ensured you could never control me.”

	No wonder that ritual went out of fashion for necromancers. Which reminded me of what I’d done and put the pit back in my stomach. “How are you feeling about our parents’ deaths?” I couldn’t resist asking, like picking at a scab. “Do you, um, want to talk about it?” I prayed he would say no.

	“I’ve been too distracted to think about it.” He tilted his head. “I guess I just feel numb. It’s not as if much changed for me. I stopped speaking to them before I died.”

	“I feel guilty for not mourning them.”

	“Really? I feel guilty because I mourned them after the horrible way they treated you and the sisters I love.”

	Surprise cut me to the core. “But your reaction is the normal one.”

	“I don’t think there’s a normal way to feel about your abusive parents dying.” Calum patted my back more gently this time. “Your reaction seems more logical than mine. Why should you miss two people who never showed you the smallest amount of love? It might be different for me because I still remember the days before our father’s drinking completely took him over and because our mother didn’t turn me into a scapegoat like she did to you. Even so, when I look back, I can barely find any good memories. It might sound horrible of me to say, but if I had to return to a funeral, then I’m glad it was theirs, not yours.”

	Overpowering relief made me sway. This was as close as I’d ever get to acceptance of what I’d done. I released the knot of pain I’d been carrying around. “I’m glad it was you who came back as a ghost, not them.”

	Calum stood up and offered me a hand. “Want to go see a dragon grovel?”
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	Calum had taken over Julong’s office chair, with his elbow on the armrest and his legs crossed, his chin raised high like an emperor looking down on everyone else.

	Julong presented a chest of clothing and a food-laden wheeled tray. “This is a token of my apology. I will continue with regular offerings, purely as a courtesy to a family member.”

	When Julong placed a green-and-yellow silk robe on the golden altar, it appeared on my brother’s body.

	Calum startled, unable to hide his pleased expression. Then his icy eyes returned.

	Julong continued to add the offerings around the large altar. Jewelry came after the clothing. The second time, Calum’s clothing didn’t change, so I assumed he had choice in the matter. It was interesting to me that Calum could touch the clothing but didn’t need to in order to consume it. That altar would be very useful, and I would need to thank Min for arranging it.

	The orc trio popped up around me as I watched the ceremony. I stepped into the hallway to speak with them without interrupting. Desolation said, “We haven’t found the Thunder Worshipers yet. Either they are extremely discreet or a small group.”

	“There are many odd secret societies in this country,” Toesmiter said. “I’ve learned a lot about poison. I used to think it was a coward’s weapon, but I’ve come to see that some people treat it as an art form.”

	“Give me a list of anyone involved in anything murderous or treasonous to pass along to Julong,” I whispered.

	“Has your attraction to the dragon faded?” Desolation sighed. “You no longer seem as murderous toward him.”

	“In humans, the lack of murder is a good sign.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m giving him a chance. Don’t you dare lecture me. My brother already did.”

	“Why would we object to such a profitable union?” Desolation recoiled. “A dragon would provide excellent air support for your undead legions.”

	“I’m still not taking over the world.”

	“The world might attack you first,” Toesmiter said. “We can hope.”

	“That robe matches Calum’s eyes.” Through the open door, Bloodlust stared dreamily. She slung an arm around my shoulder (or the approximate place in the air.) “Hypothetically, would I have your blessing to court your brother? I value our friendship very highly and have a healthy level of fear for your wrath. Therefore, I would never attempt a groom-kidnapping without your permission. My estate is not what it used to be since death, but my fighting arm is as strong as ever. I stand ready to receive a challenge from you to prove myself worthy.”

	By orc standards, I was considered the head of the household as the strongest sibling in combat, a fact that would not please Calum if he knew. They had many complicated rules around courtship that I could not pretend to understand. Normally, I would not exert any say over my brother’s love life and tell her to go ask him. But in this particular instance, I had concerns. “Hypothetically, would your idea of courtship involve attacking him?”

	“Well, he used to have such a pretty scar on his throat and now it’s gone.”

	“Your suit has been denied. Humans do not find surprise attacks to be romantic. If you do some research on human courtship and our attitude toward violence and scarring, then you may ask me again.” I could have given her a love lesson myself, but I wanted to test her degree of seriousness about this. Given my brother’s fear of ghosts and the cultural barrier, I wasn’t optimistic. But I knew very little about his tastes. He’d never romanced anyone, or at least no one he’d introduced to me. He’d always been too busy either working to keep the family afloat or undercover, trying to rescue Ysabel. Maybe it would be worth a shot for Bloodlust. At the minimum, this would be entertaining.

	“That task is way easier than I expected. You didn’t even send me to kill a powerful enemy or retrieve a priceless treasure. I’ll take that as approval.” Bloodlust grabbed Toesmiter and Desolation, pulling them into a huddle. Then the trio vanished before I could tell her not to get her hopes up.

	I stepped back into the room just in time. Julong finished his ceremony with an elegant and very small bow. “I apologize for breaking your arm and wrongfully imprisoning you. I hope we can get along like family from now on.”

	Calum examined his nails. “I think you should call me big brother when you apologize. Otherwise, I can’t possibly welcome you into the family.” He hadn’t been kidding about wanting a grovel. I hid a laugh behind my hand.

	The air hummed and burned with incipient lightning. Julong glanced at me, his eyes asking if he needed to go this far. From the doorway, I nodded.

	Between clenched teeth, Julong said, “I’m sorry, Honorable Older Brother.”

	As if the idea had only just occurred to him now, Calum said, “I practically raised Benoni. You should call me Father instead.”

	Julong’s pupils dilated and claws popped out of his fingers. Maybe I should intervene, but then Calum would sulk that I hadn’t taken his side.

	Clutching his chest, Julong collapsed to the floor. Yikes, had my brother caused the emperor to have a heart attack from rage? Worried, I stepped forward.

	Then the pain struck me too. It felt as if my insides had been turned out. Even though I’d just eaten, a yawning pit consumed my stomach. The ice spreading down my arms felt like fingerprints. Before my very eyes, bruises blossomed.

	The screams of thousands ripped through my ears, and it was a mercy when I fainted.


	Chapter Eighteen

	Everything hurt.

	I had used that phrase metaphorically before, after studying all night in college or the time I broke my leg in three places, falling out of a tree. This time, I meant it.

	The pains of thousands of people poured into me. A woman tripping as she fled the ravaging ghosts. A man falling to his knees before his precious dead orchid, and somehow, I felt both his emotional pain and the withering of the plant. A guard crying out as a ghost slashed through armor to draw blood. Thousands of people suffered, and as long as I felt every last one of their pains, I could say with complete honesty that no part of my body or soul remained untouched.

	Even the land itself shared agony with me. I had become Faan, beautiful vast stretches of plains and mountains and rivers, shivering under the unnaturalness rising up from the earth. Rain poured on the hill where ghosts and guards battled until the mudslide wiped both sides away, and I howled as if my own body was being ripped apart.

	Even the dead shared their pain with me: a mindless horde stripped of all sapience. They had been turned against their own country and kinsfolk. They could only raise weapons and continue fighting after being hacked to pieces.

	As thousands of swords stabbed into me, I longed for unconsciousness. Even insanity would have been a mercy. Yet the Mandate of Heaven forced me to be awake, aware, and completely clear-minded. It would not let me rest until I had done my duty.

	I’m not even a citizen of Faan. This is not my country.

	Yet I carried the title of Emperor-Consort, and the Mandate of Heaven poured like molten gold into my throat and eyes. With the power came a responsibility.

	I don’t want the power to rule.

	That would not save me from the responsibility. I had signed the contract. I carried the title. My fate had been sealed with the chain around my neck.

	A shadowy crown burned on my head like fire. It felt like my hair had melted away, leaving only living flames screaming on my skin. Thorns dug in from the collar around my throat. I could barely breathe. One final pain rose up from the mass, more ancient than all the rest: the eternal rage of a long-dead woman who’d hated her husband more than she’d loved her own children.

	The First Empress’s curse swung my legs over the side of the bed. In such pain, I should not be able to move. Yet I could not stop. I walked forward as if in a trance. I knew where to find those threatening Faan and what I had to do.

	Julong stood in the hallway, already waiting for me. A ghostly crown on his head warped into twisted shapes. His eyes held a horrible knowledge.

	“Is there no relief?” I asked. I was trying to do my duty, yet this time, the pain had barely lessened as I started moving.

	“Only by ending the crisis,” he said. “I’m sorry. This is why I promised to never marry. I would not wish this pain on someone I hated, much less someone I loved.”

	There was no need to remind me that I’d done this to myself. “Let’s go.”

	He offered his arm. I leaned on him as I stumbled forward, even though I knew he was suffering as much as me.
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	Julong flew me on dragonback to the most affected area. When we landed, a mob surrounded the granary, pounding on the door.

	“STOP!” His voice froze the air. Even I could no longer move. The mob went still. “Line up, one person at a time.” It was a terrible voice full of thorns and the thickness of blood. I could tell what speaking it cost him by the way it seemed to rip from his throat like a parasite eating out of his body. Yet it was undeniably effective. The people formed an orderly line. “There will be enough food for everyone.”

	After he spoke, he choked and snapped up his fan. From standing next to him, I could see how he’d hid the trickle of blood from his mouth. He glanced at me and whispered, “Speaking a false promise will lead to a punishment. But the words needed to be said to calm the crowd. Even if I cannot yet know how much this granary holds, I will make my promise true.”

	I could see where it would be useful to have an emperor who could not lie to his subjects, but was all this pain necessary? Or was it all because of a grudge from thousands of years before? “I will handle the ghosts.”

	“I should come with you.”

	I tried to shake no, but my head hurt too much. “You’re needed here.”

	“They nearly killed you last time.”

	“I’ll be prepared this time.” I could see from the hardness of his eyes I would not convince him. Then I’d make this fast. “Calum?”

	My brother appeared in a swirl of shadows. “You look like hell.” He glared at Julong. “Can’t you fix this?”

	I raised a hand to forestall the argument. “He can’t. Only we can make it right now. I need you to possess me.” I held out my hand.

	When our fingers brushed, I felt a mad surge of power that I would even say rivaled the Mandate of Heaven. I had known Calum from my birth. His soul was familiar to me: kind, fiercely loyal, not as funny as he believed himself to be, and strong in a way that bent but did not break. As his power settled into me, black robes swirled around me. These were more like a monk’s robes than clothing from Faan: a hood and no belt nor fold on the front. I looked like a reaper. The power was so much more than I’d expected. I might be able to do this.

	My pain felt halved, and I realized Calum must be sharing it. That was unacceptable. I’d gotten into this mess myself. I had to get this over with fast. “Julong, I think I need you after all. Could you fly me high over the land?”

	“We don’t need him,” Calum grumbled with my voice. Ignoring him, Julong shifted and scooped us up in his claws.

	The land shrank rapidly. From above I could see a makeshift barrier around the town. Ghosts poured out of the forest and from the river. Guards and villagers alike had gathered to stop them.

	These blank-eyed ghosts reminded me too much of Calum’s former state. We both shivered. I raised our scythe and slashed down.

	Light ripped through the air. Where it touched the ghosts, they vanished. We sent the power deeper, sinking into the river, too, until every last one had been purged.

	It left us both exhausted. Calum faded from my body. I knew instinctively I would not be able to call him back right away. He’d gone to sleep for the first time since his death. We’d pushed ourselves to the limit. At least the rot making its way across the land was gone. The Mandate of Heaven no longer inflicted pain on my body.

	I understood now why Julong had called Calum an abomination when we’d first met. There was nothing wrong with my brother, but what had been done to him had been monstrous indeed. This curse did not only seep life from the land; it took from the souls of the dead, too. I hated whoever had done this. Life was unfair. In death, at least, the suffering should end.

	“I’m going to destroy whoever did this.” My throat burned with the promise. I told the Mandate of Heaven that I meant it, and the pain eased with one bloody cough. “Julong, you could give me no greater gift than helping me.”

	“You ask me for what I would have done anyway,” he replied.

	I sagged backward against dragon claws. With my task complete, the chain no longer stopped me from passing out.
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	In my flashes of awareness, I saw swirling silk and felt warm water. Julong chased off the attendants and insisted on looking after me personally.

	I tried to tell him that he needed to rest himself, but my throat hurt too much.

	Warm soup touched my lips. I drank gratefully.

	When he placed me into the imperial bed, I wouldn’t have minded if he lay down too. It seemed too cruel to toss him out of his own bed when we were both too exhausted to move. But he left on his own. I still didn’t have the strength to speak.

	[image: * * *]

	I knew I was dreaming, because I felt fine. No, better than fine—I felt wonderful. My head was clear, my joints free of pain, and my body full of energy. This was another hyperrealistic dream. I could clearly make out every last grain of wood on the imperial bedframe, the threads of the covers, and the jasmine drifting off my visitor.

	Julong sat on the imperial bed with his back against the headboard and a cocky grin curling his lips. With his long hair loose and flowing around his horns, he reminded me of a pagan god. Standing before the bed, I crossed my arms. “Nice try. I know you’re the real dragon.”

	“I’m aware.” His grin widened. “Nevertheless, your previous dream gave me reason to think I might be welcome here. If you think about it, you’re asleep right now, so this doesn’t count. No one will know. There will be no evidence in the morning. You could consider this the perfect opportunity to try me out.” He stretched his arms, his muscles rippling under his robe, a clear attempt at temptation.

	Mmm, that was a very nice chest. I’d never been the type to resist temptation. Still, I hesitated. I wasn’t concerned for myself but rather for him. I knew he was more serious than me. Mad though it sounded to a human like me, he’d declared himself to be in love. Would it hurt him if we woke up the next morning in separate beds? I’d never considered myself to be a cad. It might be kinder to wait until I’d made up my mind about my feelings. I also had the purely selfish consideration that I might awaken a storm of draconic possessiveness.

	I bit my lip, not sure how to express my concerns without coming across as offensive or patronizing. “Are you capable of having a casual night? Even if I can’t promise it will happen again?”

	“If you taste the pleasure I can offer, then I can promise it will happen again.” He cupped my cheek. “People have warned you about dragons, I see.”

	“Pretty much everyone warned me.”

	“They’re not wrong, but I’ve already picked you. Nothing will change about that, no matter what you do in this dream.” One hand crept up to touch my hair. His other thumb caressed my mouth. “I would like as much of you as you are willing to offer. My hunger will not increase or lessen, regardless of your choice right now. It’s a part of me. You’re strong enough to stop me. I’m glad for that. I had vowed to remain alone, because I never thought I would meet someone strong enough to restrain me if I lost myself to the obsession.”

	The loneliness showed in his eyes. I wondered what it had been like, to have that resolve to always stay alone. He’d been left with nothing but a cruel father, a distant mother, and a curse.

	That only made me worry more about hurting him. I wished I’d understood more when I’d married us. Funny, at the time, I’d been so furious, I’d never imagined a day when I would be worried about hurting Julong.

	“It seems everyone has focused on the negative aspects of a dragon’s love. Might I make a pitch for the positive?” His fingers ran through my hair, slowly and gently. “I will never stop loving you. No matter how you change, my love will endure. Even if we argue, I will always come back to you. A dragon’s love is frightening and mad but also beautiful and unconditional. I see your real self and love every last part of you, including your weaknesses and your faults. I will never cheat on you, betray you, or abandon you. There is nothing that you or the world could do to make me turn away from you. My love is absolute.”

	My heart raced. I’d never been on the receiving end of such a confession. “What if I mistreated you?”

	“I would still love only you. And yes, it’s happened before. That mad love is the price of all dragons’ power.” His shoulders shrugged minutely. “As a general rule, it is difficult to abuse a creature of magic the size of a palace. But there have certainly been spouses who took advantage of being the only person able to be unfaithful or turned emotionally cruel.”

	I frowned. “That’s not right.”

	“I have absolutely no fear of that with you. I’ve seen how loyally you cleave to those you love. You remained devoted to saving your brother after he’d been dead for years. You would allow no one to mistreat your loved ones, including yourself. You’re even kind to stray ghosts.” He tweaked my nose. “You will come to love me. The vast endless sky of my love will be irresistible to you.”

	He had a lot of confidence—but I couldn’t call it baseless. How could I ever pick some average man with a shallow desire for my body over such a deep love? Especially since I’d been drawn to him long before he’d fallen in love with me. I had seen his darkest side but also his capability as a ruler and protectiveness toward his loved ones. There was much about him that I found loveable.

	“Love can bring out the worst in dragons but also our best. We become stronger and full of magic when in love. By nature, we are greedy and selfish creatures, yet there is nothing we would not sacrifice for the one we choose. We will become our best selves to make our loved ones happy.” Julong nuzzled my ear, his words leisurely rolling off his tongue so that each syllable raced down my skin. “And our love fills us with an amazing stamina in bed.”

	When he bragged with such confidence, it made me want to tease him. “How about a test?”

	“I do love games.” His eyes danced.

	I flopped down on the bed, my arms spread. “You may touch me however you desire with your fingers and tongue. If you can make me cry out in pleasure, then I’ll let you fuck me. If you can’t, then I suppose you wouldn’t be very good at it.”

	He straddled me before I’d even finished, his nimble fingers opening the front of my robe. “You must be eager to give me such an easy test.”

	Little did he know I was an expert at keeping silent no matter the provocation. I used to refuse to make a sound during beatings because I was a stubborn brat. I’d honed my skills for years, pretending not to notice ghosts. No matter the physical sensation or provocation, I felt confident I wouldn’t make a sound.

	Although this was a game I wanted to lose. Perhaps I’d let him become frustrated, then show pity on him and throw the game. It would be entertaining to at least make the overconfident man squirm.

	Julong kissed my mouth. I let him in, barely reacting, because that was the nature of the game. It would be too easy if I cooperated. He immediately switched to kissing and biting his way down my neck. “You don’t know how long I’ve wanted to do this,” he said roughly. “Every time you turn your head, your neck looks kissable. I want to leave a mark so the world knows that you’re mine.”

	The nip of teeth, I quite enjoyed, but it wasn’t enough to make me cry out. I watched as he kissed his way all over my chest, enjoying the view.

	“You’re getting aroused.” He nuzzled my inner thigh. “I want to smell it even more strongly. This place will be full of your scent when I’m done.” He deftly removed my undergarments.

	The sight of the Dragon Emperor kissing my cock gave me a power rush that went straight to my groin. I’d never gotten hard so fast in my life.

	Julong’s mouth felt blisteringly hot even though he wasn’t the type of dragon to breathe fire. When he dragged his tongue in circles, I clamped my mouth shut hard. That had nearly gotten me.

	I might have miscalculated slightly. The ability to withstand pleasure and the ability to withstand pain were two separate skill sets. I hadn’t even known it was possible to feel this hot. I’d never gotten a blowjob this good in my entire life.

	He hummed around my dick as if adoring it. My thighs tingled. His gaze raised to look at me, and his pupils dilated to nearly consume the whites. Just seeing how aroused he’d gotten from sucking me made me even harder. I couldn’t let myself come. If I did, then I would definitely cry out. Stubbornly, I clung on.

	When his lips moved over my shaft, I clamped both hands over my mouth.

	“Nuh-uh!” Julong leapt on top of me, grabbing both my wrists and pinning them over my head. “That’s cheating.”

	“When did we ever say I couldn’t cover my mouth?” I complained. He was right, though. I’d gone against the spirit of the game if not the letter.

	Wickedness sparkled in his eyes. He bent down and nipped my lip. “I want a penalty. Let me finger you.”

	“I was wondering when you’d get around to that,” I said coolly. “I’d require it if you plan to fuck me—which doesn’t seem likely unless you up your game.”

	“You’re such a tease. Whenever you look at me in that haughty way during daytime, it makes me want to bend you over the nearest surface.” He kissed the top of my head, then sat up. Lube appeared on his fingers from nowhere, a reminder that we were inside a dream. If only I could blame the dream for why everything felt so perfect.

	Julong parted my thighs and sank two fingers in. I cried out. Bastard, why had he started with two instead of one? “That was pain, not pleasure,” I grunted, sweat falling down my face. It had been some of both.

	“You’re cheating again, but I’ll allow it. There will be no doubt by the time I’m done with you.” He kissed my thigh, then moved.

	My body relaxed without conscious thought, pelted by sensation. I clamped my lips shut before I could moan.

	“You’re beautiful when you’re stubborn. Your face is adorably scrunched up. You’re getting so hot, I can feel the blush under your skin.”

	In, out. In, out. He taunted me with each thrust. I could not reply—if I opened my mouth, then I would lose.

	“If only you could smell yourself, Benoni.” He rolled around my name as if devouring it. “You want me almost as badly as I want you.” His voice rumbled like water against the shore. “Benoni, won’t you moan for me?”

	I covered my mouth again to stop myself.

	“Ah, I see you want more.” He pressed in deeper, rubbing my sweet spot. I had not thought it possible for me to get harder. Then he scissored his fingers.

	My hands could not suppress such a loud moan. When he withdrew, I embarrassed myself by groaning in disappointment.

	“Did that one count as pleasure?” Julong asked sweetly, devilment in his gaze. “I can keep going if you’re not sure.”

	My hair tangled and my thighs sweaty, I glared up at him. “Stop playing around and fuck me!”

	“Since you asked so nicely…” Julong undid his robe. He’d already gotten aroused, and it was a monster. Maybe I should have asked for more fingering.

	The sensation of invasion quickly turned to pleasure. It would be better if he’d hurry up and get all the way in so I didn’t feel every last bit of slow stretch. I shoved my body forward. Snorting, he grabbed my hips, denying me any control. “Patience, or you’ll hurt yourself.”

	Patronizing bastard! I tried to move, but I could not budge against his superior strength. Just when I thought he was done, he sank in even more. I made a strangled sound as he stopped. Effortlessly, he held me in place.

	“You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do this.” He gazed down at me with a mixture of reverence and hunger. “I’d like to keep you here forever, always tied to me. You feel like heaven. That look in your eyes is divine. You’re finally looking at me as if I’m the only other person in the world.”

	“Would you please stop monologuing and move—Oh!”

	The evil bastard lifted up my legs and folded my entire body like a pretzel. My knees hit the bed over my head. Colorful dots danced behind my eyes. It should not have even been possible for him to bury himself inside me even deeper, yet he did. My body was too weak to move, but there was no need with the way his hips pounded intemperately. After being teased for so long, I had no control left. I screamed my pleasure without shame.

	Dark scales popped out, running down his neck and arms as if in response to his loss of control. The lightning tattoos down his arms danced and crackled. He grabbed my head so that he could burrow his nose into my neck again, inhaling my scent and sucking my skin.

	Tension mounted at the base of my dick. Static ran down my body from my fingers to my toes. When he reached down and pumped me, I had no control left. I tipped over the edge at the same time he came inside me in a wet rush.

	When I passed out, it woke me up in my real bedroom. Apparently, our connected dreams worked like that. I felt oddly disappointed to have no love bites on my neck. Next time, we’d have to do this in the real world.

	There would definitely be a next time now that I knew Julong was capable of completely blowing my mind like that. Braggart he might be, but he could back it up.

	The bed felt too large and empty. Although the air wasn’t cold, I shivered.

	This was ridiculous. Why should I suffer alone when I had a perfectly warm dragon next door? I stood up, slid my slippers on, walked over, and knocked on the adjacent door.

	Julong opened it right away.

	“My bed is too cold.” I walked past him and lay down on his bed.

	“I’ll have a hot-water bottle sent tomorrow.” His voice held a hint of laughter, but I decided to ignore it. He snuggled down next to me, tucking my head under his chin.

	His bed was smaller, but I liked it this way. Dragons with their strong body heat made the perfect pillows.


	Chapter Nineteen

	When I woke up, my first thought was deep relief that the collar tattooed on my throat remained dormant. At least for now, there were no further crises.

	My next thought was for the warm man wrapping his arms around me. Sunlight fell through the cracked curtains onto Julong’s face. When I sat up, he dragged me back down into bed.

	Laughing, I said, “Surely, you must have work to do. You’re a busy emperor.”

	His fingers ghosted along my ribs. “It’s still early in the morning. We’d have time for round two.”

	I snorted. “We don’t all have dragon indestructibility. Give me a little time to recover.” I meant more from the Mandate of Heaven, which had left my throat sore and my head achy. My stomach growled.

	The sound got him up in a flash. “I’ll bring breakfast.” He pressed a kiss to my forehead, then headed for the door.

	When he was sweet, it made me want to be sweet in return. “Julong?”

	“Hmm?” He looked over his shoulder.

	“This is an odd thing to say to my husband, but you can consider us officially lovers.”

	The lightning on his arms crackled, then his smile dazzled me.

	Only after Julong left did I realize I didn’t have any clothing in this room. I cracked open the door. No one was around. I slipped over toward my room.

	 “I see that pleased look on your face,” Calum said from behind me. “I guess the family is stuck with the dragon. As long as he makes you happy. For someone who keeps insisting he’s a mature adult, just look at you sneaking around in your nightclothes like a teenager.”

	My shoulders raised. “You’re lucky you’re already dead so I can’t commit fratricide.”

	“Big talk from someone who can’t meet my eyes without blushing.” He sounded amused. “I’m here with good news. The orcs tracked down the meeting spot for the Thunder Worshipers. They sent me to tell you because they didn’t want to disturb the dragon.”

	I’d be in for even more teasing from the orcs later. I felt a headache coming on. “Is it urgent?”

	“No, the Thunder Worshipers seem to be meeting regularly in the basement of a local inn. They must have given you a decoy location. They’ve already been there for hours and show no signs of leaving. The orcs are keeping an eye on them in case they move. We’ve got them cornered. This should all be over soon.”

	“That’s great news.” I clapped him on the shoulder. “Let me get dressed and have breakfast, then we’ll investigate. How are you feeling after our major spellworking?”

	“I was only tired. After some rest, I feel like a new ghost. I should be asking you that.”

	I rubbed my neck. “I’ve recovered. It’s a nasty curse. Don’t look at me like that. This isn’t your fault. I was lured in by all the easy power. But power always has a price.”

	“I’m glad I have my ghost powers, though.” Calum smiled. “That way, I can beat up the dragon if he ever hurts you.”

	“Don’t even joke about being glad to have died,” I grumbled, opening my door. “It’s too soon.”

	A ghost of indeterminate gender sat on my bed, the body split open and guts spilling out. Although the clothing had been mostly destroyed, the shirt looked Western. They extended a bloody hand at me, gabbling.

	“I’m sorry, I’m in a hurry. The fate of Faan is at stake. Do you want to be banished?”

	The ghost moaned more, pawing at my sleeping robe. Blood poured from their empty eye sockets.

	I took the outstretched hand and yanked them to their feet. “I don’t have any paper here for you to write on. Court Necromancer Min can help you. Go straight down the hallway, then turn right, then take two lefts in a row, then you’ll find her office.” I pushed the ghost out the door.

	The ghost looked back at me. A wave of insubstantial blood reached my feet. The ghost roared.

	“Ha, I’m not even scared anymore,” Calum said.

	The ghost finally noticed Calum behind them, then ran through the wall, screaming.

	“I hope that ghost finds Min,” I said. “I might have been too harsh. That one didn’t seem like part of the ghost plague. Ghosts with such extreme visual injuries are the ones who like to stick around and scare people. That one seemed old to me, perhaps drawn by the plague or my own aura.”

	Calum said dryly, “Oh, so, you noticed the ghost wanted to scare you?”

	“Yes, they must get their entertainment somehow, but I’ve found if I explain to ghosts that I don’t have time to be scared, then they generally understand.”

	“And you intimidate them.”

	“That, too. It might not work if a non-necromancer tried it.” I shrugged. “Though that depends on the ghost too. Ghosts are people. They often appreciate kindness and consideration. Admittedly, I’ve also met ghosts who mistake it for weakness and try to take advantage of me. But I’ve never regretted at least trying to be polite first. The orcs, who seemed like some of the scariest ghosts when we first met, have become my best friends. Some of the most harmless-looking ghosts have turned out to be the most dangerous.”

	Why was I explaining this to Calum? He already knew it. He was a ghost. Really, I’d been talking to myself. I felt like I was on the verge of realizing something important, but then it slipped away. “Never mind; I don’t know why I’m rambling about this to you.”

	“Maybe because I should be kinder to my fellow ghosts. I regret being a scaredy-cat.” He chuckled. “I’ll make certain that ghost finds Min safely.” He floated off.

	That was my brother, as soft as always. Not all ghosts might be good representations of humanity, but he was bringing up the average.

	If the ghosts were returning to the palace, then we had a limited time before another attack. I’d better dress quickly. There might not be time for breakfast.
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	As I left the palace, Bloodlust popped up. She had healed all her death injuries even though orcs took them as a sign of pride. She’d also pulled her hair into a ponytail tied with a flower. Somewhat to my surprise, she might be taking my requirement to court my brother seriously.

	“I’ll lead you to the captain and Toesmiter.” She glanced sideways at Calum. “Uh, your eyes reflect a battlefield.”

	“Do they really?” He scrubbed his face on his sleeve. “I hope it’s gone.” He turned to me and held out his hand. “Time for our plan.”

	As Calum possessed my body, he changed my features into a Faan man with lighter skin and straighter hair. We intended to infiltrate the meeting undercover. First of all, I wanted to learn if there might be other figures behind this group. In my opinion, we’d found them a little too easily, even taking into account that I had ghost help. Secondly, I felt that too many allies coming along could become obstacles. A necromancer could turn fallen enemies into shock troops. As annoying though it might be, the enemy seemed nearly as strong in necromancy as me and probably more practiced.

	The imperial guards would surround the inn. Julong, flying overhead and hidden behind the clouds, would be our surprise attack. He stood ready to unleash a storm as soon as I sent a ghost to contact him. He hadn’t been thrilled about sending me in alone, but I’d pointed out who’d won our last fight. As long as Calum possessed me and increased my powers, I had nothing to fear.

	Bloodlust guided me down the street to a tall, rickety building hung with paper lanterns. Desolation and Toesmiter waited outside. Winking at me, Desolation said, “I’m surprised you can walk this morning.”

	“Did you chop off a finger to remember him by?” Toesmiter asked. “Dragons can grow them back; I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.”

	“I’m in here,” Calum said loudly with my lips.

	“You can’t prove anything happened, anyway.” I crossed my arms. “Squad, focus on the mission.”

	“Understood, Lord Necromancer.” Desolation cleared her throat. “Today we fight against an enemy strong enough to create a ghost plague and taint the very land. This is our opportunity to die in glorious battle!”

	I coughed. “Or win. You’re supposed to try to win.”

	“The best way to die is taking down your enemy with you,” Toesmiter said.

	Bloodlust cleared her throat. “I have personal incentive to live through this one.”

	“Great, please keep up that energy and keep alert.” I stepped through them.

	The inn was barely occupied this early in the day. At first glance, I saw no basement door. When I mentioned thunder to the woman behind the bar, she directed me to a trapdoor. I’d prepared a cover story, but she didn’t seem to care that she hadn’t seen me before. For security to be so sloppy, this secret society must be deeply confident in their power.

	The basement was well lit by relics hanging from the rafters. Scent packets with an overpowering floral smell failed to completely hide old vomit. The walls were covered in drawings of Julong: a few in dragon form but mostly in human form. I had to admit the picture of him wearing only a loincloth looked so good, I was tempted to take it home, though he had even more muscles in real life. Did this group have a personal grudge against the emperor? Was this their dart-throwing target?

	Barrels had been pushed up to the walls to make room for a giant, battered table. The dozen young men and women didn’t even wear masks. Once again, a very careless secret society. Nor did they look up as I entered or ask me to prove my identity. The group seemed embroiled in a hot discussion.

	Pounding his fist on the table, a long-faced man cried, “I refuse to accept a foreigner as Emperor-Consort!”

	“They look sweet together,” a short and muscular young woman said. “Face it: you’re just jealous.”

	He pointed at her. “And you’re fetishizing them because you knew you never had a chance with His Imperial Majesty to begin with!”

	“As if you did?” Another woman snorted.

	The group dissolved into shouting, pounding on the table, and, in one case, spilling a drink. Cries rose up from the noise:

	“I don’t accept him falling in love with anyone! He vowed never to fall in love.”

	“It’s romantic.”

	“Are we sure this is even a real relationship?”

	“You have to admit Emperor-Consort Benoni is dreamy.”

	A tiny woman with a long braid raised her hand. “Then may I include my drawing of him on the sacred wall?”

	“No!” the first man bellowed. “We only accept art of Emperor Julong! You can start your own secret society if you want to worship that scrawny twig.”

	For some reason, the insult to my appearance triggered another loud argument among the members of the secret society. Most of the women were on my side and a few of the men.

	Inside my head, Calum asked, “Did these weirdos decide to unleash a ghost plague because they’re jealous of you?”

	I whispered, “No, the ghost plague started before I arrived in Faan. I think this group merely worships the emperor on, uh, a rather carnal level. We might have the wrong place.”

	From the top of the stairs, the bartender called, “I think I saw Emperor Julong flying overhead.”

	“OOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” The entire group stampeded up the stairs.

	Left behind, I noticed they’d abandoned their bags. It wouldn’t hurt to search them in case.

	Except apparently it could hurt. My first discovery was a sketchbook full of pictures of me and Julong—starting at us kissing and rapidly becoming more intimate. Frankly, I felt a bit offended at the presumption, though I supposed I had been snooping in someone else’s belongings.

	I quickly closed the book. “This secret society has nothing to do with necromancy. I don’t think they could find a ghost in a graveyard.” Suddenly, I felt weary and keenly disappointed. “I’ll go break the bad news to Julong. We can’t have him hurting his greatest admirers. I think it would be better if we let the Thunder Worshipers continue to have their secrecy.”

	“Then we’re back to square one?” Calum popped out of my body.

	“Actually, if the Thunder Worshipers are innocent, that incriminates one other person instead.” I felt even more tired as the deep pain of betrayal hit me. I should have realized sooner. If my personal feelings hadn’t gotten in the way, I probably would have.

	No living being could ever match me in necromancy. Only a ghost.
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	I’d planned the location of my summoning very carefully. This mountain had no human residents to get caught in the crossfire. Min had shown me how to set up an altar. We’d secretly buried talismans in a circle to bind even the most powerful ghost inside. Calum lurked behind a tree, ready to possess me and enhance my powers. Julong had taken to the skies again. The orcs had not been called for a reason. We’d arranged for the imperial guards, Min, and every other necromancer we could summon on short notice to surround the base of the mountain. I had the same concern as last time—they might turn into obstacles or tools for the enemy. But we also needed them to contain the ghost plague if this went wrong.

	I stood on top of a limestone peak about as wide as my old home. The air tasted thin and cold. A few scraggly pine trees clung to life around my stone altar. The ground ended in a very, very sheer cliff with a long drop to the tiny, distant trees below. The height made me a little light-headed. But I had both a ghost and a dragon to catch me if I fell. My priority would be to contain the threat in this place. As if in response to my thoughts, the thorns dug into my neck, reminding me of the penalty if I screwed this up.

	Placing an offering of a single rice cake on the altar, I called, “Sarra, I summon you.”

	She appeared sitting cross-legged in the air, her dress flowing down around her. “I was just about to look for you. I have a lead on a new secret society.”

	“Drop the innocent act. It won’t make me underestimate you—I have older sisters. Your last clue led me into a trap, and I expect this one would too.”

	Her eyes filled with tears. “I-I’m sorry. It was Chingis’s ghost; he threatened me into helping him.”

	“Was that your excuse for everything you did while partnered with him? I’m ashamed that I bought it. Dark Lord Chingis or Jiang or whatever you care to call him is gone. I double-checked that he left no ghost shortly after his death. I’ll banish you if you don’t answer my questions.” My fingers flexed, ready to grab her. But first, I wanted answers. I might not get them, but it couldn’t hurt to try. “You must have been the one to frame me, then try and banish Calum when he was trapped in the ghost jar. You probably tried to steal my half of the contract, too.” I’d confirmed with Julong that he hadn’t searched my belongings. I felt relieved I hadn’t accused my innocent attendants. The breach had been so hard to find because it had been a person, not a place—a person who could mask herself from me. “It makes sense that you wanted to get rid of me. You had a plan, then I showed up and banished the ghosts to screw it up. Why attack Ysabel, though? What did my sister ever do to you?”

	“She stole my revenge.” Sarra no longer bothered to sound sweet or sassy. Dark shadows overflowed from her eyes and her hands warped into claws. “Chingis was mine to kill.”

	Perhaps she actually believed that. I had my own suspicions about why Sarra hated a holy maiden who broke free of her curse and married a dark lord who loved her. “And why create the ghost plague to begin with?”

	She stepped closer. Why did she not run? Had she realized she couldn’t, or did she have no fear of my touch? Leaning down, she whispered in my ear, “To bring myself back to life. I modified the ritual that Chingis originally used to cause the blight and grant himself immortality. With a great-enough sacrifice, I can even bring the dead back to life. When I regain my life, I could resurrect your older brother, too, if you help me.”

	For a brief moment, I felt tempted, and the thorns around my neck reacted by digging in tight enough to draw a line of blood. The Mandate of Heaven needn’t have bothered to scold me. I’d have never done it. Although not a paragon of moral virtue, I drew the line at draining the life from an entire country and enslaving ghosts. Calum wouldn’t have wanted it and had found happiness in his current existence. Even if I’d been that sociopathic, she definitely planned to lead me into a trap.

	“Your offer is tempting,” I lied. I’d gotten what I needed from her. I grabbed both sides of her face and banished her.

	I might as well have slammed my face into a brick wall. I reeled, groaning. The power of the talismans should have stopped her from blocking me.

	“You’ve stalled my plans, but I’ve absorbed enough life.” Sarra grinned, her teeth sharpening to fine points. “I’m currently stronger than you.”

	“But not stronger than both of us together.” Calum appeared beside me, his form starting to meld into mine.

	Sarra grabbed his arm and yanked him toward her. “Why, thank you for providing me with the very last ingredient I needed. By the way, I never tried to banish this most remarkable ghost. I tried to eat him.”

	Shadows exploded down Calum’s body, obscuring him in a mass of darkness. Sarra opened her mouth and swallowed his head.

	All my years of effort to save him, years of agonized separation—and it only took him a second to vanish again. I lunged, but too late. My fingers touched darkness, freezing the tips. My magic once again broke against a stronger force. Then Sarra sucked my brother down her throat as if inhaling noodles.

	She smiled. “I think that’s even more power than I needed.”

	The sky went black.


	Chapter Twenty

	Everything had gone wrong too fast for me to comprehend. The trees around me withered and died. The day had turned into night. I could only see Sarra because her form glowed. She shot up into the sky, easily breaking my barrier.

	It hadn’t been that my plan had failed so much as that it never would have worked from the beginning. She’d grown too strong for me to contain. Even if I’d been faster, I couldn’t have touched whatever she’d done to Calum. Even if he’d possessed me from the beginning, she could have ripped him out. If I’d wanted to win this fight, then I’d needed to do it sooner, before she’d drained so much power from the land.

	No, I refused to give in to despair. I didn’t have enough power on my own, but I had allies.

	“JULONG!” I screamed.

	He soared down from the sky and caught me up in his claws. With a swift movement, he tossed me up onto his back. The wind around his body cushioned me. His lightning crackled, illuminating the sky.

	“She ate my brother,” I said succinctly. “We’re going to rip him out of her.” I didn’t know if it was possible, but I would make it possible. I had defied the natural order of life and death before, and I would do it again.

	In response to my resolve, the flaming crown sprang to life on my forehead. Pain ran down my arms as I felt Sarra’s icy decay spreading across the mountain. The suffering wasn’t as strong this time, as no living people had died. A shock vibrated through me as the guards around the mountain passed out. They had been unable to withstand the deadly pressure in the air. The Mandate of Heaven warned that they would die, but it would take a few hours for them to freeze, so I turned my attention to winning the battle and ending the spreading chill that way.

	Sarra had transformed into a being of pure darkness. One moment, she seemed like a dragon, the next, a bird. A thousand different limbs formed and vanished within her swirling mass. She dragged a claw along Julong’s neck, blood spurting from the wound. He tried to bite her, but the shadows evaporated between his teeth. She shifted between solid and insubstantial at will. A second mouth sprang out beneath her nebulous body, biting Julong’s belly.

	The darkness crept past the base of the mountain. A nearby stream dried up.

	This would have been the moment for me to swallow my pride and call my family for help. Except Calum had been supposed to be the one to alert them, and Calum had turned into a hostage now. It was too late.

	Fortunately, there remained those whom only I could call.

	“Squad, assemble!” I screamed into the wind.

	Sarra laughed with that twisted mouth, sending waves that blasted down the dead trees. “You think three orcs can stop me?”

	“Three? Nah. How about three thousand?”

	The orc ghosts poured down from the sky. Desolation pointed her sword and screamed, “Today we slay the unkillable!”

	I’d sent my squad to find all the orc ghosts who were interested in a fun battle against a monster who could defy even death. Three thousand had been an exaggeration; there were more like three hundred of them. But I had another way to make up the numbers.

	Clutching Julong’s mane as the cold winds lashed against me, I screamed, “Ghosts of Faan, your country needs you!”

	I put all my power into the call, until my skin turned grayish and my teeth chattered.

	And the ghosts came: old, young, maimed, and whole. “In the name of the Emperor-Consort!” a translucent soldier cried. They swarmed Sarra’s giant form like a pack of hyenas bringing down an elephant. When Sarra tried to materialize a claw, a ghost with a noose tied it down. A baby with a ribbon around his neck gnawed away at her shadows, giggling happily. It was nice to see the entire family playing together, with the parents ripping off chunks to share with their child. The pretty girl who’d called herself Meiyi transformed into a terrifying old woman with wrinkles as thick as her claws. With a howl, she ripped a wing off the monster.

	On an individual level, ghosts weren’t very strong. With this many together, they could drag a demigod down to earth.

	“Remind me to never forget your birthday,” Julong rumbled. He tried to poke in a claw but couldn’t interfere because the ghosts stabbed and bit at every available surface of Sarra. “You went easy on me, if you can summon an army of ghosts.”

	“I can’t exactly summon them. That would take too much energy,” I explained. “They came willingly, to defend their country.”

	The sky lightened and rays of sunlight pierced the cold. Sarra fell out of the sky, her human form tumbling out of the dissipating darkness. She landed on the altar. The bruises and stab wound of her death blossomed like flowers down her body. That meant she’d weakened.

	“Let me down,” I called to Julong. “I’ll take Calum back and finish her off.”

	He landed on the ground, shifting human and catching me. Then he lowered me to the ground. “I’ll stand behind you. My sword is ready if you need it.” He patted his belt. The ghosts circled around us, ready to interfere if necessary.

	I nearly told him a sword wouldn’t have done any good against a ghost, but I would have been wrong. Sarra lay on the altar instead of sinking through it. Whatever she’d done to herself had turned her partly alive, partly dead. The sound of her ragged breathing filled the air. She must be in agony, trapped between the two states. I didn’t have enough kindness to pity her, but I’d make this quick.

	Approaching on wobbly, exhausted legs, I watched for any last tricks. She didn’t seem able to move. I gripped her head. “Where’s Calum?”

	I would swear I could feel my brother struggling beneath the surface, like a hummingbird beating its wings against a cage. But I could not grab him.

	Sarra’s eyelids fluttered. She hissed, “If I don’t get my happy ending, then no one does. Kill me, and you kill your brother. I don’t expect it will stop you, but at least you’ll suffer.”

	Of course I wasn’t going to kill Calum. We could drag her back, toss her into prison, and figure this out. The imperial library might hold information. My brother-in-law Kaine and his thousands of gifts could have a trick to pull. This wasn’t over yet.

	The Mandate of Heaven reached up and fastened an icy grip around my neck. Kill her.

	Why? She could no longer endanger the empire!

	The curse showed me the lines extending from Sarra’s body, draining the life all the way to the base of the mountain. Every plant and animal on the mountain had died. Even on this high peak, the decay scent reached my nose. The destructive tendrils reached beyond and, given enough time, would attack the surrounding villages. Sarra was a threat to Faan. She had to die.

	I would stop her, I would find another way, but I couldn’t kill her yet.

	Against my own will, my hands fastened around Sarra’s throat. A dead woman’s skeletal grip forced my fingers to tighten with her ancient curse. Through our touch I could feel Calum. He could see out of Sarra’s eyes. He was calm and resigned. He didn’t want me to blame myself. There wasn’t another choice.

	But there was always another choice. “Stop!” I screamed, forcing my hands to release.

	My flaming crown blazed. The pillar of light pushed everything away. Smoke emerged from my fingers. The tips of my nails burst into flames. At the last minute, I forced my hands onto Sarra’s shoulders instead of the neck. The fire seared into her clothing, making her scream.

	“Please, stop, please don’t make me do this!” I might as well have begged the summer not to turn to autumn or the tide not to come in. This was a curse, not a person. The originator had long since passed on and could not change her mind.

	Painstakingly, my hands inched upward.

	“No!” I grabbed my own throat instead. The fire burned, the agony worse even than being strangled. It felt like lava ripping apart my skin. I fell.

	Julong caught me from behind.

	At first, I thought he’d come to help me. Then I saw the flaming crown on his head and the light burning in his eyes. He’d been possessed by the Mandate of Heaven, the same as me. His duty as emperor would compel him to kill my brother.

	I’d lost my ability to stand, between the pain, the magical overexertion, and the curse. The Mandate of Heaven locked my legs together. With a broken throat, I could barely even beg: “Please… don’t… kill… my… brother…”

	Julong brushed back my hair and touched my throat. His power flowed into me, healing my burns faster. Numbness replaced the pain. The healing only further drained my energy. I could barely move enough to grab the front of his robe, trying to hold him in place. Tenderly, Julong set me down on the ground. Kneeling over me, he said, “I will never hurt you like that ever again. You are precious to me, so what you cherish, I cherish. Because your brother kept you alive as a child, I got to meet you, and I acknowledge that debt. Since you want him to survive, I will ensure it for you. My love is greater than the good of my country or an ancient curse. Trust me.”

	The burning, obsessive love in his eyes had once been something I feared, but now it made me relieved. My hands fell away. I did not know what he intended to do, but I believed him.

	Julong stepped forward. Each of his slow steps betrayed his struggle. Sweat dripped down his forehead. Flames caressed his hair. He must be in agony from defying the curse. Blood dripped down from the thorns digging into his throat, yet he did not make a sound of pain. He took Sarra’s hand. “If you need life, then a dragon has thousands of years. Drain as much as you need.”

	Wait, no, this was not the ending I wanted! I did not accept being forced to pick between two people I cared about! I preferred to make my enemies die instead. I tried to stand, but I couldn’t even sit up.

	Sarra barely seemed conscious. She latched on to Julong’s hand like a calf to a teat. My head collapsed backward as I felt the drain on both of us, that bright power full of life flowing away. Cold spread down my body as my healing slowed. I could only watch in helpless horror.

	Color returned to Sarra’s face. The injuries running down her body healed. The altar groaned under her as her weight became more substantial.

	The instant Sarra turned human, Calum popped out with a strangled gasp. I should have realized sooner. She had not been born a necromancer. When her life returned, her power over death vanished. She’d no longer been able to hold him prisoner.

	At that exact same moment, Julong drew his sword and slit Sarra’s throat. He stepped out of the spray of blood without the slightest change of expression.

	I should have known. My husband wasn’t the foolishly self-sacrificial type—and that was one of his better traits.

	The power of draconic life flooded back into me as she died. It roared through my veins with the ferocity of a broken dam. The world spun. I cried out. As I convulsed, my head thrashed against the ground.

	“Benoni!” Julong and Calum shouted together.

	With a relieved smile on my lips, I passed out.


	Chapter Twenty-One

	I dreamed about a woman in a white robe, tied to a post with her arms behind her back. Long hair fell wildly about her face. The ground had been burned as far as the eye could see. Her fury coursed through me as she attempted to raise the dead, but only ashes remained.

	A single house stood next to the post. It could only have been left deliberately untouched. Two people had been pinned to the walls with nails through their hands. The lower halves had been burned away, so they could not be used as zombies, either.

	A massive dragon shadow covered the house. I could hardly breathe through the ashes. I looked up at the jet-black scales of the First Emperor. His bulk blotted out the sun. White-hot fires blazed in his crazed eyes. His claw reached into the nearby house, dragging out a boy.

	The child could not have been older than ten. He did not scream, but I didn’t think it courage. His eyes had glazed over with shock.

	The woman begged, “No, please, not my brothers, too! I’ll do anything! You wanted me to marry you? Damn you to hell, I’ll be as submissive as a gemstone on a shelf! Just let them go!”

	An older boy ran out of the house, gripping the first one and shielding him.

	I did not want to watch. I’d read the story. I already knew how this would end.

	The dragon rumbled, “Because you love them more than me, they have to die.”

	The fire erased everything else from my vision.

	As the flames licked my dream form, I flinched away, but there was no pain. A secondhand rage filled me. I threw back my head and screamed from it. Everyone in this vision was long dead. They could not interact with me, because they did not exist. Yet the anger fueling the Mandate of Heaven had endured for centuries, entirely real. The First Empress’s rage had been even stronger than a dragon’s love.

	The fury reached inside me—and failed to find anything, like a spark unable to ignite in cold air. As the flames died, a weight inside of me faded away, leaving my entire body lighter. I rose into the sky.

	Maybe this was how ghosts felt when I released them.

	Maybe I was dying.

	A tendril of power wrapped deep inside of me, where I felt my necromancy. I smiled. Of course that stubborn, selfish husband of mine wouldn’t let me go.

	[image: * * *]

	I awoke on the imperial bed with pillows piled high around me. My throat didn’t even hurt. Draconic healing was truly amazing. I sat up.

	Julong had dozed off in the chair next to my bed, but my movement woke him. “Are you hungry? I have soup.” He held up the bowl. Lightning sizzled under his fingernails, heating it up.

	“That’s a very useful power.” I held out my hands to take the bowl. “Thank you. Not just for the soup. Thank you for saving my brother.”

	“I owed you both a save.” His brow crinkled.

	“Then consider us more than repaid for that dreadful day.” I was too hungry to say more. The fish soup was just the right temperature, not too hot or too cold. I drank it down until I had to pause for air.

	“The debt goes both ways,” he said as I ate. “You fought to save my kingdom. The ghost plague and the decay have ended.”

	“Let’s stop talking about debts.” I waved a spoon. “We’re married. We help each other. And it’s my kingdom now, too.”

	From the brightness in his eyes, I could have said nothing to please him more. “Of course, husband.”

	For the first time, I noticed: “The tattoo around your neck no longer has thorns.” It had turned into a smooth golden bejeweled band that looked more like a necklace than a collar.

	“The same is true for yours,” he said. “Have you noticed you don’t feel any pain from the Mandate of Heaven? The land is still healing, yet we’re both unscathed.”

	“You’re right. I don’t think the power is gone, though.” I touched my neck. The power to command waited there, ready for me to call upon it.

	“I agree. I tested it earlier by threatening Min—don’t give me that look; she agreed to the test. As soon as I tried to order her wrongfully punished, the collar tightened. The Mandate of Heaven still prevents me from abusing my power and mistreating my people. But it no longer causes me to suffer for disasters that are not my fault, such as the aftermath of the ghost plague.”

	My eyes widened. “I might know why. I had a dream. The First Emperor killed the First Empress’s family. He did it not in spite of her love for them but because she loved them and not him.”

	Julong nodded. “That’s widely accepted history. My father was the same way. My mother feared to show me any affection because he would act threatened by it.”

	“I think the mandate lightened because you saved my brother’s life, or because your love helped instead of hurt me, or because you put my well-being above your own. Or perhaps all three.”

	“It could have also been because you trusted me.”

	“The First Empress wanted to see a dragon who loved someone without destroying them,” I murmured. Suddenly, I felt tired and sad. So much pain and suffering had gone into that long-ago grudge.

	The Mandate of Heaven had not completely vanished, but honestly, I thought it better that way. Power ought to have a price. Magic always demanded something in return. Those who cheated and tried to steal from other people, like Jiang and Sarra, would always face the consequences in the end.

	“I haven’t told anyone how the Mandate of Heaven has changed. Usually, I hide my mark, so no one has noticed the difference.” Julong winked. “There’s no need for other dragons to chase after my throne. They didn’t want it when it had a higher cost.”

	“I quite agree.” I tilted my head. “Why do I hear music and drunken singing? Are the orcs causing trouble? I feel well enough to stand, so I can scold them.”

	“The orcs were invited.” Julong held out his hand. “Come with me, and I’ll show you.”
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	Ghosts filled the royal palace, singing and drinking. They chatted openly with guards and staff in the hallways. I noticed talismans hung in the ceiling corners to make the ghosts easily visible to everyone. Min must have been hard at work. A huge banquet hall had tables of food alternating with rows of altars. People regularly offered up food for the ghosts to eat.

	I gaped. I’d never seen humans and ghosts in harmony like this. “How?” I stammered.

	Julong put an arm around my shoulder. “The ghosts came to save Faan. As emperor, honoring them with a feast is the least I can do. I will confess that a good number of palace residents took me up on my offer to leave for the night with pay. But those who remain were curious. Seeing you at work has changed attitudes toward ghosts. This rare banquet for the living and the dead only exists because of you.”

	“Your Imperial Majesty!” a ghostly guard cried. Then the entire room bowed. Julong waved sedately. 

	I took the opportunity to tug down my hat and slip away. Julong even kindly stepped in front of me to hide me from view. He mouthed, Go. Then he turned to talk to Min about additional offerings.

	Though humans didn’t take much notice of me among the crowd, ghosts always seemed to sense me. They genuflected in the hallway. I ducked into a side room with a long couch. Desolation, Bloodlust, and Toesmiter were throwing weapons at a green-and-blue vase. Fortunately, their weapons went straight through without causing harm.

	Desolation tossed her sword straight through the middle of the vase with unerring aim, then looked up. “Lord Necromancer! Thank you for the glorious battle.”

	“Even though you didn’t die?” I joked.

	She laughed. Lowering her voice, she said, “We don’t actually want to die in glorious battle. We’re sticking around because we enjoy our odd afterlife. And we’d miss you.”

	I’d suspected as much. “I’m glad I help you have fun.”

	Bloodlust and Toesmiter crowded me. “How are you feeling?” Bloodlust asked.

	“I like the new tattoo more.” Toesmiter examined my neck.

	“I’m good as new.” I flexed a bicep. “How is Calum?”

	“Last we saw, he was talking to Min about how to enroll in college as a ghost,” Toesmiter said.

	“We’ll tell him that you’re looking for him.” With these words, Bloodlust vanished, and the other two followed. A few seconds later, Desolation’s sword vanished from the vase.

	Calum appeared, holding a wonton. “You should try these; they’re amazing.” He popped it into his mouth.

	“You look well.” I examined his body, finding no trace of damage from being eaten.

	“I’m only angry at myself for being useless.” He scowled. “Min offered to enroll me in introductory necromancy classes. I want to learn to create talismans to be able to better defend myself against turning into someone else’s ghostly power source. Oh, and I’m also taking playwriting.”

	“Good, you should try some fun classes, too.”

	“I have a very specific purpose.” His eyes danced. “I’m going to write a play about our adventure. It will describe how Sarra devoted centuries to resurrecting her one true love, Dark Lord Chingis.”

	It took me a moment to understand. “Whoa, you are evil.”

	“There will be a monologue about how slavishly devoted she was to him and how she would have died for him without hesitation.”

	“I was just going to trash her reputation for being an incompetent schemer, but that is so much crueler. I love it.” Our entire family had a petty streak. I grinned. “Your revenge is inspired. I’ll fund your play and arrange for it to be presented across Faan. It will become her legacy.”

	Despite no one else being around, Calum lowered his voice. “I’ll also make it seem like we had the situation under control the entire time. Just so our sisters never find out what a close call we had.”

	“Deal.” I spat on my hand and we shook on it, country-style.

	Without releasing my hand, Calum pulled me into a hug. “Thank you for everything. I’m lucky to be your brother.”

	“There’s no need to be soppy about it,” I grumbled, hiding my face in his shoulder so he didn’t notice my eyes had welled up.

	“I’ll bring you some of the chicken wontons before they vanish.” Calum faded away without ruffling my hair as if I was a baby.

	For some reason, I missed it. I was a contrary creature.

	By the time Julong managed to get away from his duties and track me down, I was sitting on the sofa alone, eating wontons. “Calum is right. These are amazing.” I dipped the last bite in sauce, then swallowed. “You know how to throw a great party. I’m impressed.”

	He lowered his eyelashes. “There is one way you could reward me.”

	A sudden surge of affection filled me. I stood up. “I’ve gotten lost. How fast can we make it back to the bedroom?”
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	My face buried into my pillow, I gasped, “That was amazing, and also enough for tonight.”

	“One more round?” Julong kissed my inner thigh, his voice vibrating into my skin.

	I shivered. I was tempted but also sore. “The mind is willing, but the body cannot. Not unless I get to fuck you.”

	“Sounds fun.”

	“Are you serious?” The prospect aroused my exhausted dick, which was not about to miss out on this chance. “I didn’t think you’d ever want to.”

	“Don’t underestimate what I’d give to you, my treasure.” He turned me over on the bed and ran his finger over my lip. “My, you do look exhausted. Are you up to the challenge?”

	“I’m getting a second wind back. I’d love to. I’d be honored beyond words. If you’re serious.”

	“Is this another human thing, getting hung up on positions?” He snorted. “How ridiculous. I do what I want, and I wouldn’t offer unless I wanted to. Why don’t you just lie back and let me take care of everything?”

	Even though I felt completely drained and covered in bites from head to toe, surely I could offer a better performance than that. “Um, what about foreplay?”

	“Bah, I’m not a fragile and delicate human. You should focus on getting your own strength back. Are you thirsty?”

	I glared up at him. “As if you don’t know I am, after making me scream my throat hoarse.” I would swear that he took every time as a challenge even though he’d long since won that game. I’d learned my lesson about teasing dragons; he didn’t need to be a sore winner.

	Julong picked up the wineglass on our bedside table and took a sip. He straddled me with his muscular legs. Then he kissed me, letting the slightly spicy and slightly sweet taste flow between our lips. I swallowed, then swallowed again as his wine-sour tongue pressed against mine. He rolled his hips, making us rub against each other.

	“You seem eager already,” he purred, reaching down to stroke me. The dim light fell across the flawless lines of his nude body. His lips seemed brighter stained with wine. I could have believed in miracles because this man was with me, in my bed. His touch made me shiver. “No moving,” he ordered. “Keep still, or I’ll stop.”

	That threat froze me in place. He hummed in pleasure at my acquiescence, spending a great deal longer than necessary teasing my tip.

	Finally, I could take no more. “Please!”

	He smiled. I watched, enraptured, as he lowered himself down on me.

	The first velvet heat completely erased all thoughts from my brain. If I’d been able to move, I would have bucked and chased after that gorgeous friction. But he had me pinned down, holding my wrists against the mattress while his legs caged my body. He set a punishing pace that fucked the breath out of my body.

	Raspy moans and incoherent pleas spilled from my lips. Julong looked down at me with a deep satisfaction, then wiped away a bit of drool at the corner of my mouth. It was such a tender gesture that my heart overflowed with love for him.

	Then he said, “If you come before I do, then you have to finish me off with your body.”

	Impossible! I was already on the verge of passing out! Desperation let me hold out against the pressure building in my groin. As if torturing me, he moved even faster. I begged, “Please, please, please come with me!”

	The begging drove him wild, his fangs slipping out and a patch of scales running down his neck. His horns gleamed in the light. When I felt the warm rush of his come against me, it pushed me over the edge.

	Leaning down, he kissed me, though it was more a gasp against my mouth. My last bit of energy drained out of me as if he’d sucked it up like a hungry ghost. I could not feel my body. Sprawled on my back, I pondered that it might actually be possible to die from fucking. Distantly, I felt Julong clean me off and lie down against me.

	I felt even more sore than when I got fucked. Despite my amazingly satiated afterglow, I wondered if it had been a mistake to let my husband back into the imperial bedroom. I’d gotten scammed. I thought it was my turn to be in charge this time, but my dragon was even more dominant when technically bottoming.

	“Next time—” Julong began.

	“No.”

	“I meant another night.”

	I wasn’t sure if I believed him. “You lie there like a good heated pillow if you want another night.” I snuggled closer to him, inhaling jasmine and that peculiar lightning scent I’d come to associate with safety and a peaceful rest.


	Epilogue

	Bora looked radiant in her white wedding dress. Lace and strings of pearls ran down the sleeves. Her skirt puffed out. Silver flowers had been embroidered around the bodice and down the middle. The long veil, as fine as spider silk, flowed all the way to her feet. One white sandal with a pearled strap peeked out from under her dress. I noticed she had a new tattoo—a black-fletched arrow on the instep of her right foot. My sister tended to get tattoos to remember major life events, and I thought this tattoo was as much about Calum’s return as the incident where we’d gotten shot at.

	The ceremony completed, Bora waved at us from the arm of her new spouse. Ari had selected an eclectic mix of male and female fashion: the light blue top looked like a male coat and the bottom flowed like a ruffled skirt covered in bows.

	The round tables held the remains of our feast. A Royal Regent’s wedding drew quite a crowd of people we had to invite for diplomatic reasons. Family all sat at the first table, the empty seat for Calum having caused some confusion from people who couldn’t see ghosts. Antonia apparently could see him now, because her eyes widened as she reached out to poke him playfully. Calum grinned and whispered something to her that made her laugh. Julong sat to my left with the attentiveness of a man used to long ceremonies. To my right, Ysabel started crying for the third time today. Yet she was also smiling as she looked at her younger sister. The last time she’d cried so often, she’d been pregnant… Hmm. She had said she wanted two children. Or it could have been the beautiful emotions in the air. I was teary-eyed myself.

	Calli sat in Kaine’s lap. She’d gotten tired by the end of the day and had her face buried in his chest. Kaine’s brother Alesh, who I’d never met before, had rated a seat at our table. Ysabel considered her bodyguard to be like family too, but Alzira had declined her seat in favor of vanishing somewhere on the roof to watch for enemies. Now that I thought about it, my sister’s bodyguard going into a state of paranoid overprotectiveness was sign number two that she might have an announcement to make soon.

	Bora’s bouquet had a ring of lilies with a giant red rose in the middle. She tossed it into the crowd. Perhaps she threw it a little too high, because it bounced off the chandelier and landed in my lap.

	I was already married, though. I looked at the horde of disappointed Arahasnor nobility and threw it at them instead.

	While the feeding frenzy for flowers commenced, Bora and Ari left together to enjoy their wedding night. I noticed the orcs jumping into the mass of nobility to fight for the bouquet too. They never could resist a fight. No one had invited them to the wedding, but they didn’t take up space or eat food, and no one besides me, Julong, and Calum could see them, so I let them stay.

	Ysabel wiped her eyes and snapped to attention, giving orders to people cleaning up. I helped out by collecting the leftover wedding favors and putting them in a basket. Normally, I would blame Julong for stepping outside and abandoning me, but Kaine stared like he was measuring dragon horns for his wall, so I figured it had been a diplomatic retreat. I’d made him promise to avoid trouble.

	Calum floated over. Wiping his eyes, he said, “It’s so sad.”

	“Don’t you mean happy?” I whispered, assuming he was crying tears of joy like Ysabel. 

	“That, too. Even so, I can’t help feeling robbed.” He shook his head. “All my siblings eloped with monarchs while I died single and unmourned.”

	I rolled my eyes. “Stop being dramatic; we all mourned you.”

	“To make it even worse, you all kept topping each other with your scandalous love affairs. You’ve left me with no way I can possibly measure up. As the oldest, naturally I need to be the most dramatic. How can I top a dragon unless I date the Moon Devil herself?”

	“If you come over to my side of the dating pool, you could date the Sun God,” I joked.

	“What? No, the Sun God is our sister’s ex, and that makes Him off-limits. The Dark Lady it will have to be!”

	“I can see why you went into theatre.” I covered my mouth with my hand to avoid confusing bystanders with the ghostly drama.

	After I’d finished collecting all the wedding favors, I walked over to Kaine. He still sat at a dining table in the corner of the reception hall. Calli had gone asleep on his chest. A window cast light over both of them with a cross-shaped shadow from the grid. I lowered my voice as I held out the basket. “Do you want any leftovers before I put them away?”

	“I wouldn’t mind extra chocolate.” He stuck his fingers into one of the bags.

	The movement jostled Calli. A huge yawn stretched open her face, then her eyes cracked. “Too bright. Sun go away.”

	Kaine reached into the bags, removing all the chocolates and leaving the rest. Long minutes trickled by before I first noticed the sunlight dimming. Then, screaming outside.

	I ran to the window. The moon covered the sun, a partial eclipse. I jerked my gaze away. Calum stared out the window with no fear for harming his undead eyes. The air felt colder. People outside had fallen to their knees. The cleaning staff muttered. The battle of eligible young ladies for the bouquet had turned quiet as everyone froze in terror. Bloodlust crept up behind them and grabbed the flowers.

	Calli laughed. “I found my gift!”

	Ysabel’s eyes snapped to her daughter, her cheeks paling.

	Alzira dropped down from the ceiling and loudly shouted, “I did that!”

	At the same time, Ysabel said, “The Sun God has graced us with a miracle in honor of my illustrious sister’s marriage.”

	They looked at each other. Alzira amended her statement to “Yes, a miracle. I was only kidding.”

	Speaking over her bodyguard, Ysabel said, “The valiant Alzira was the instrument of the miracle.”

	“But I—” Calli’s words cut off as her father picked her up and carried her out of the reception room, into the empty church worship area where the wedding ceremony had taken place.

	Sweat dripping down her forehead, Ysabel adopted her best nonsensical voice: “The Sun God commands everyone to gather around while I deliver a sermon.”

	Alzira put her hand on the hilt of her scimitar. “Everyone listen closely to Her Holiness’s sermon.”

	I followed Kaine into the worship area to see if I could help. Neither of us needed to do anything. The sun had already resumed streaming through the stained glass-windows. Calli rubbed her eyes. “I put the sun back. Did I upset Mom?”

	Beaming, Kaine held his daughter in front of him. “Of course not! You’ve discovered your gift! Today is a glorious day. You’re my daughter. You can do whatever you please. Crush your enemies and bend reality to your will! Your mother simply thinks it best to keep your magic a secret for now. She’s always telling me sneak attacks are more effective. We’ll celebrate later.”

	I could understand why Ysabel would be worried. Calli already carried a unique status as the Holy Maiden’s daughter. People would likely get weird about her having sun-related powers. Kaine seemed to have the situation under control. I didn’t bother him as he slipped out the back door of the church.

	Calum floated next to my shoulder. “Somehow, Ysabel’s lectures have gotten even worse than when we were children. Is Calli all right? That was Calli?”

	“Yes, and yes.” I shrugged. “It remains to be seen what price she carries. Perhaps that was only the smallest application of her power.”

	Calum sighed. “Everyone in the family got more amazing abilities than me, too. No wonder I failed to attract any suitors.”

	Ugh, must we do this again? “You’re a ghost; you have great powers. Min says you’re the most remarkable ghost in existence.”

	Bloodlust popped up, holding the wedding bouquet. “Got it!” The flowers kept slipping from her fingers, until she floated them in place with her mind. She must have been practicing—and very determined. “This is a traditional human courting gift, right?”

	“Yes.” Calum took the flowers, looking confused. He’d mastered picking up solid objects even without my help during his necromancy classes.

	Bloodlust cleared her throat. “I couldn’t help overhearing. I’m the second cousin once removed of the Queen of Orcs. I was never considered seriously in line for the throne, but to my knowledge, every other orc with closer royal blood has passed on. By default, I’m the Queen of Orcs.”

	The confusion turned to slow realization. Calum stroked his chin. “Hmm… the last queen of a long-lost race. I think that beats a mere dragon.”

	“I’m working on getting your brother’s permission.”

	“Benoni’s permission?” Calum recoiled. “I most certainly do not need my younger brother’s permission to date anyone. That is outrageous.” He tossed the bouquet over his shoulder and stomped off in a huff.

	“You heard the man. He wants a traditional groom kidnapping.” Bloodlust turned to me with a grin. “I respect that! He knows his own worth. No cowardly courtship for him. You might not see me around for a while. I’m going to conquer all the orcs and bring them under my banner. Better yet, I’ll become the queen of all ghosts so I can equal the rest of your in-laws. After I’ve raised my status and my power to be worthy, I’ll be back to kidnap your brother.” She vanished.

	Should I be worried about that? Eh, Calum had made it clear he didn’t want my involvement. Given that he was the strongest ghost around and he could teleport away from any attempted abduction, he could probably take care of himself.

	I slipped back into the reception room to leave the basket of party favors on the table. Ysabel was going strong with three Sun Gods in one sentence. Before I could get trapped in her audience, I headed for the door.

	Julong met me at the same time and wrapped an arm around me. “Whatever just happened, it wasn’t me. I control storm clouds, not the sun and moon.”

	“I know,” I whispered. “It seems my younger niece will be as much a terror as the older one.”

	“Interesting. Are we ready to go? I should probably not linger now the wedding is over and certain people will no longer worry about making a scene fighting me.” He inclined his head at the corner where Ysabel glowered and sparks danced on Alzira’s hilt. When she saw us looking, Ysabel made a gesture threatening to strangle Julong.

	My sisters had not been enthusiastic to discover I’d reconciled with my husband. Julong had been doing his best to make a good impression at the wedding, but it hadn’t erased their previous grudge. They’d come around eventually. They only wanted the best for me, and they’d accept him when they saw that he made me happy.

	“I’ve finished. Let’s leave.” I pecked him on the cheek, holding back from doing more since we had hostile watchers. “You’ve withstood all the murderous aura today, and I appreciate that.”

	As we walked toward the door, Julong said, “We never had a wedding.”

	“So we didn’t.” I shrugged. “There was too much excitement going on.”

	He held open the door for me. “I would be delighted if you would marry me in an imperial ceremony for my entire kingdom to see.”

	A bit of mischief seized me. “I’ll agree, under one condition.” I stepped out into the cold air. “You have to obtain a blessing from all my siblings. Calum down, two to go. They’re all long-lived, thanks to Kaine’s magical assistance; you’ll have plenty of time.”

	“You’re very cruel,” Julong said but as if it was a compliment. “I can tell you’ll keep me entertained for all of eternity.”

	“I love you, too.” I smiled.

	Julong’s eyes widened as he realized what I’d said. Then he lifted me into his arms and kissed me breathless.
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Chapter 1

D E L I L A H

The last words Delilah’s mother had spoken to her had been, ‘Go to Hell.’ Despite their poor relationship, Delilah didn’t think her mother had meant it quite this literally. 

Hell, apparently, was painted bright yellow, a square building with a single domed tower rising above the rest. It shone like a beacon in the heavy fog all around. The half-moon windows had been shuttered closed with sandstone trim underneath. This place could have passed for any old-fashioned hotel in London, if it weren’t for the uncanny silence. There were no roads and no entryway for cars and taxis to pull up. The dark ground underneath felt too squishy to be pavement. Mist pressed against her, the chill reaching the marrow of her bones. 

Delilah still felt alive: her palms sweated and her heart thumped like a rabbit on caffeine. But she’d lingered long enough in the hospital with ten broken bones to know that all the sand had run through her hourglass. The very last time she’d closed her eyes, she had not expected to ever open them again. She should feel relieved to be anywhere at all. 

Nothingness filled the space behind her—nowhere to go except forward. She inhaled the scentless air deeply, summoning her courage. 

Her high heels seemed to sink into the insubstantial ground. 

Instead of the hospital gown in which she had last found herself, she wore her favourite little black dress, the one with the lacy sleeves and a V-neck. Was Hell truly the kind of place that would allow her to keep her favourite clothing? 

This hotel had no stairs or door, only a curved iron portcullis with a decoration of two white doves on top. Just as Delilah was wondering how to get in, the portcullis rose to reveal a lift. 

Rusty gears groaned. The white doors behind the portcullis slid open with a ding, making Delilah leap back. 

The man standing in the lift was willow-slender, with brown hair in a short businessman’s cut, a faint tan, a clean-shaven pointed chin and glasses. His gentle honey-brown eyes held an ancient weariness. 

Delilah gaped. Satan is adorkable! 

Then she noticed his red waistcoat, white shirt and black bow tie. Satan wouldn’t wear a lift-attendant uniform, complete with the old-fashioned red cap. A silver-spotted cat sat at his feet, with a marking resembling a scarab on its forehead. Satan didn’t seem like an animal lover either. 

Probably-Not-Satan said, ‘Welcome to the Purgatory Hotel for Wayward Ghosts. We are a temporary resting place for people who have lived middling lives. Here you will face your final test to determine if you head to Heaven or Hell. My name is Damien, the lift attendant. I will take you to reception, where you will be assigned a floor based on your worst sin in life. Do you have any questions?’

Delilah had worked in retail during high school and college, so she recognised the customer-service voice of someone who had repeated those words a thousand times. The familiarity cut through the creepy atmosphere. Delilah burst out laughing. Once it started, she couldn’t stop. She clutched her sides. It wasn’t that funny—she might be on the verge of hysteria. ‘Sorry, it’s just…I never expected my afterlife to be so bureaucratic.’

Damien smiled, and the tiredness in his eyes lifted. ‘You’re doing better than most people. I’ve had to deal with a lot of screaming, crying and throwing up. The worst guests hit me. Sometimes they insist they’re in the wrong place and demand to speak to management. As if I had the ability to contact the Great Upstairs!’

‘Customer service is even more absolute than death and taxes, huh?’ Honestly, Delilah had been offended to hear her life described as ‘middling’. She’d always tried to be a good person, kind and polite, never causing any harm. But she supposed she’d never done anything heroic or self-sacrificing either. She’d only had twenty-four years to live. She swallowed down a lump in her throat. 

Delilah’s mother used to call her up at night to scream that she was a bad person and a bad daughter, then demand huge monetary gifts. At the memory of the harsh, raspy voice, Delilah’s stomach tightened. She refused to let her mother be right. She would ace this test, just like she’d been top of her year in every maths class! 

‘Can you give me any hints to help me beat the test?’ Delilah asked. 

‘Sorry, that would be considered cheating and strictly punished.’ Damien did look sorry about it too. ‘Besides, the tests are never quite the same for each person.’

‘I understand. Can I pet your cat?’

Damien looked cute when his eyes bugged out. ‘Sure. I’ve never met anyone quite so relaxed about this.’

‘Do I seem relaxed? I’m panicking on the inside.’ Hence why Delilah needed the dopamine fix of petting a furry animal. 

She knelt down and rubbed the cat under its chin. ‘What a rare and pretty colour.’

‘Thank you. She’s an Egyptian Mau. I call her Nefertiti since she’s the queen of me and this lift.’

‘Nice to meet you, Nefertiti.’ Delilah stroked her soft back. 

Nefertiti said, ‘To keep this you must first give it to another.’

‘Gah!’ Delilah leapt up. ‘The cat talks?’

Damien rubbed the back of his neck sheepishly. ‘I should have warned you. She loves riddles.’

They were in Purgatory. Why shouldn’t a cat talk? Delilah had heard this riddle before: ‘The answer is “your word”.’

Nefertiti purred and rubbed Delilah’s ankle. 

‘You’ve won Her Majesty’s favour.’ Damien smiled. ‘Are you ready to go?’

‘As ready as I’ll ever be.’ Delilah swallowed. ‘Thanks, you’ve been kind and patient with me even though I’m apparently a sinner.’ She wanted to know who had decided that. 

‘That’s my job.’ He blushed. ‘I’m here because I didn’t get an automatic pass to Heaven either, so I won’t judge. People who don’t want to take the test can get a job at the hotel and work here for seventy years to get into Heaven.’

‘Oh.’ Delilah had taken him for an angelic being, not another ghost like her. ‘Well, my mother would be too smug if it took me that long. Let’s go.’

He held out an arm to keep the automatic lift door open. 

‘Come in, ma’am.’

‘We’re all dead here. Just call me Delilah.’ She stepped inside. 

In order from top to bottom, the lift buttons were: Limbo, Reception, Lust, Cafeteria, Gluttony, Greed, Maintenance, Anger, Heresy, and Violence. The hotel was bigger than it first seemed, with most of the floors underground. Interesting, the floors were in the same order as Dante’s Inferno. The fourteenth-century narrative poem didn’t list Cafeteria as a sin—but this was a hotel too. The strangeness gave Delilah a sense of unreality, probably all that stopped her from panicking. The lift also had an unmarked black button at the bottom and a white button at the top. Both remained unlit. Damien pressed the button for‘reception’ and pulled the lever. 

A horrific groaning came from the steel cables as the lift rose. 

A speck of dirt flaked down on Delilah’s head. She flinched. 

Surely the equipment couldn’t break down—this was the afterlife. The awful sound and smell of rust must have been deliberately designed to create a hellish atmosphere. Her compliments to the architect; she spent the entire ride terrified she might plummet to her second death. 

When the lift stopped, Nefertiti vanished. Cats who could teleport made as much sense as talking cats. 

As the door opened, Damien said, ‘Heather is nice—no need to be anxious.’ It was a real expression of sympathy, not his customer-service voice. She waved in reply as she stepped out of the lift. 

The small, cosy reception room had blue walls and potted palm trees. There was a single white door at the back. The framed picture of ocean waves looked as if it was straight out of a psychology textbook on calming art. Delilah wondered how well it worked on people who had just died. A coffeemaker rested on an ebony end table, with a water cooler next to it. The scent of pumpkin spice rising off the candles reminded her of her favourite coffee shop and soothed her nerves. 

‘Welcome to the Purgatory Hotel for Wayward Ghosts. My name is Heather.’ The petite, curvy woman behind the desk looked maybe ten years older than Delilah, judging by a few white hairs in her curly auburn locks. Laugh lines extended from lush bright red lips. Her blue eyeshadow stood out against a pale complexion with a rash of freckles. She also had a customer-service voice. 

‘I’m Delilah. I’d say good morning except I’m dead, so it feels like a bad morning.’

Heather smiled slightly. ‘We’ve been expecting you. Give me a moment to pull up your file.’ She typed into her computer. The lights flickered. ‘Gah!’ Delilah nearly jumped out of her heels. 

A high-pitched voice spoke behind her: ‘We still haven’t got the lights fixed?’

‘AHHH!’ Delilah stumbled, grabbing the desk to catch herself. She might be more nervous than she wanted to admit. 

The child behind her didn’t look intimidating at all: a heart-shaped brown face, black hair in two braids and wide round eyes. She sighed deeply. ‘Godfrey’s sin must have been laziness. 

Maybe they didn’t have a floor for him, just like me, so now we’re stuck with him.’

Heather called sharply, ‘Jaime, don’t sneak up on the guests.’

Jaime stuck out her tongue and waved two sugar biscuits in the air. ‘I guess you don’t want the sweets I swiped from Floor Gluttony.’

‘Gimme, you brat.’ Heather took a biscuit, then tousled Jaime’s hair. 

Ghosts could eat? It came as a relief. Delilah wouldn’t have wanted to live—exist—for eternity without chocolate. What sins could a child have committed to justify ending up in Purgatory? At least Delilah knew the standards must be strict, so she didn’t need to feel too bad about failing to reach Heaven. 

With a crinkle of plastic, Heather opened the pouch containing the biscuit. ‘Delilah, your test will be on Floor Greed.’

Unfortunately, Delilah had trouble arguing with that judgement. She’d grown up poor, envying the brand-new clothing and white trainers on other children, while she walked to school in secondhand wellies with a hole in the toe. First, she’d started winning snacks off other kids in Pokémon battles, because she never had money to buy her own. As an adult, she’d applied her maths genius to poker and betting on the horses. Slot machines didn’t interest Delilah—they only relied on luck. She’d enjoyed making money, yes, but also the thrill of the game. Her mother had badgered her about gambling being a sin. But, then again, nothing she did ever made her mother happy. 

Contrary to what her mother claimed, betting on horses took skill as well as luck. Delilah used to sneak into the stables to check their hooves and teeth before the races to assess which horse was in the best shape. She’d been trampled to death while inspecting a horse. Mum had the last laugh on that one. 

Shoulders sagging, Delilah complained, ‘But I gave ten per cent of my winnings to charity.’ Should she have given more? 

She hadn’t been rich! Would she truly be cast into eternal torment over buying her first-ever designer clothing after a lifetime of staring in the shop windows at what she couldn’t afford? 

Heather’s face softened. ‘Don’t be too nervous. You get seven attempts at your test.’

‘Thank goodness.’ Delilah felt like the weight of the horse that had killed her had been lifted off her shoulders. Now that she knew she could afford to spend one try on reconnaissance, she no longer felt afraid. She’d beat this challenge just as she’d perfected the claw-machine game at the local carnival. 

Jaime sat in a chair next to the reception desk to eat her biscuit. ‘You’re lucky you even get to try…’

Heather typed into her computer again. ‘We have many guests, and only one person is allowed to test at a time on Floor Greed. Normally, the waiting list is about a month.’

A month? Delilah could have screamed. She bit back any complaints. It wasn’t Heather’s fault. During her time in customer service, Delilah had always hated being berated by customers for problems outside her control. 

Looking up with a smile, Heather said, ‘Fortunately for you, we had a cancellation today. Sometimes guests get cold feet. Floor Greed is free right now, if you hurry. Of course, if you’d rather wait, that would be understandable.’

‘I’d like to get it over with, before my nerves fail. Thank you.’ Delilah reminded herself she didn’t have to pass the first time. 

‘Good luck,’ Heather said. 

Delilah called for the lift and marched in. ‘Greed, please.’ 

She grinned at Damien. ‘I’ve got this in the bag. I’m not even particularly greedy.’

‘You’ve got courage. That may help you.’ He took her down to Floor Greed and opened the door. ‘Good luck.’ His eyes held a sadness older than his body.

The lift bell dinged, and the doors closed as soon as she stepped out. 
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