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Malion Starmantle (highborn male): The Dragon Father

Sol Farric (human male): The Dragon Centurion

Vinarys (highborn female): Vaz Gorati Priestess

Liawen (faeyn female): Handmaiden to the Dragon Princess

House Windsong

Haberian Windsong (highborn male): House Patriarch

Theovar Windsong (highborn male): Firstborn scion of House Windsong

The Sovereign’s Court

Laeryl (highborn female): Wyrmguard General


Prologue


“Tell me, my lord: do you know the history of the Aether? The true history recorded by the Archivists, I mean, not the ridiculous version peddled by the Vaz Gorati.”

The voice coming out of the undercroft was a dark, raspy whisper, as if the speaker was a thousand year-old corpse rather than a young man.

“The Archivists claim it is the essence of the Old Gods which our ancestors bled out of them during the Godswar,” the voice continued. “It’s a striking image, isn’t it? A mighty god bleeding like a stuck pig and saturating the world with its power.”

Theovar Windsong, Commander of the Skywatch and First Scion of the Sallow Steppes, sighed impatiently as he made his way through the musty old cellar. It was so dim down here that he should have brought a glowstone with him; the only sources of light were the flickering green candles burning with heatless Palefire.

Then again, perhaps the darkness was for the best. It wasn’t as if he wanted to get a good look at the malformed man he kept down here, anyway.

“I’ve heard the theory,” Theovar said. “Though never so…descriptively.”

“When your world is black and white, you must saturate it with the color of your imagination.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

Theovar came to a halt just outside the eastern alcove. His “guest” had made a home for himself within the small area but it looked more like an apothecary’s study rather than a proper bedchamber. The lone desk was old and rotten, as was the wardrobe on the opposite wall. The only furniture in remotely decent shape was the alchemist workstation in the back corner, though the reflection of the dim green light from the Palefire candle had the unfortunate effect of making the alembic look like it was filtering pus rather than liquid.

“There’s more to the story, of course,” his guest said. “Some Archivists also claim that before he could be imprisoned by Solterys, the death god Abalor sacrificed himself to corrupt the Aether out of spite. He didn’t want mortals to channel their divine power without a cost, and so he afflicted us with the Flensing…and the Chol. The Godcursed elves despise the Aether so much they are driven to slaughter any who attempt to wield it. They aren’t merely monsters—they are Abalor’s eternal revenge incarnate.”

The man turned to look at Theovar from beneath the hood of his dark robe. One eye was a bright blue as stunning as the sky; the other was a dead, milky white. “It’s a fascinating story, isn’t it, my lord?”

“I’m afraid I’ve never given it much thought,” Theovar muttered.

“You should. After all, what could be more important than understanding who we are or where we came from?” The hooded man chuckled. “What’s particularly fascinating to me is that whether one believes the story about Abalor corrupting the Aether or not, we know for a fact that he wasn’t able to corrupt the power sealed away on the other side of the Veil. That is where the undistilled might of the gods resides, an infinite source of magic for those daring enough to channel it.”

“Palerending is forbidden,” Theovar said. “And for good reason. Nobody knows what is going to come through the door before they close it behind them.”

“True. The horrors of the Pale are as real as the power, but that is why it is so critical to understand the nature of both.” His long, pale fingers tapped the book laid out in front of him. “History is power, my lord. The Vaz Gorati understand that better than anyone.”

The Sky-Commander sighed impatiently. “I didn’t come down here to discuss philosophy, Rilas.”

“A pity. The rats down here are polite enough, but they’re poor conversationalists.”

“It’s time,” Theovar said, letting his voice turn cold. “I need to know for certain whether or not you can break Kyriel’s curse.”

“I already assured you that I can. The problem is that you don’t trust me.”

“No, I don’t. Neither your intentions nor your competence.”

“Then you find yourself with quite the dilemma, don’t you?” Rilas asked. “A pretty little princess, unspoiled and ready for the taking, yet possibly as barren as her mother.”

“The Vaz Gorati claim that Kyriel is fertile.”

“The Vaz Gorati claim many things. Do you trust their intentions or competence?”

Theovar gritted his teeth. Every time he resented the fact that he’d been forced to reach out to this vile man, he reminded himself that this entire situation was Sovereign Alessara’s fault. Had she been honorable and courageous enough to grant her daughter’s First Mating to House Windsong, none of this would have been necessary. He could have spent months trying to breed the princess, and he wouldn’t have had to worry about the curse unless his seed refused to take. Time would have been on his side—time he could have spent enjoying every inch of the princess’s young, beautiful flesh.

But the Tasting had ruined everything. Even though Blood Mother Sianeth had declared that the human wasn’t a true dragon, the Sovereign wasn’t convinced. And just as annoyingly, the other Great Houses were now trying to steal Kyriel from him as well. He had to act now, and the disfigured mutant sitting in front of him was his only option.

“If you succeed, I will give you the land that was taken from you,” Theovar said. “The lesser houses in the Vale can complain all they want. The Sovereign was going to give their lands to a human. They’ll surely be happier with a proper Avetharri, even one like you.”

“Perhaps,” Rilas said with a shrug. “But speaking of the human, he remains a problem for you, does he not?”

“Not for much longer, assuming your other baubles work as well as you claim.”

Theovar gestured at the waist-high mirror resting against the wardrobe. It was covered by a sheet, making it a rather useless part of a vanity, though he had trouble imagining a man as grotesque as this one spending much time preening.

“It will work perfectly,” Rilas assured him. “Would you care for a demonstration?”

“That won’t be necessary,” Theovar said. “As long as it gives us leverage over the Sovereign, she won’t be able to refuse our claim. The human will disappear soon enough.”

“I take it that you still don’t want me to cure the Sovereign’s curse as well, then.”

“If that’s an attempt at humor, I’m not laughing. Alessara’s weakness is our strength.”

“Of course, my lord. I meant no disrespect.”

Theovar hissed softly, yet again resenting the fact he was forced to work with such a man. But as impressive as his own sorcerous abilities were—he’d spent a lifetime training himself as a proper arcane archer—they simply weren’t capable of getting him what he wanted now.

“I just need you to understand the importance of what you’re doing here,” Theovar said, crossing his arms. “I cannot afford for our children to be…corrupted.”

“Like me, you mean?” Rilas asked.

Theovar’s cheek twitched. “Lostrien needs a healthy heir—a dragon heir.”

“It will have one soon, I’ve no doubt.”

He smiled beneath his hood, which only made him more hideous. His skin was so pale it may as well have been fresh mountain snow. Even the horrible burns on the blind side of his face looked like they had been drained of color. Theovar had never seen anything like it. It made him wonder what would happen if Kyriel gave him a mangled child twisted by the same shadow curse…

“When will you be ready?” he asked, pushing the horrible thought aside.

“I am ready now, my lord,” Rilas assured him. “Bring the princess to me, and she will finally be free of my father’s curse.”

“Good,” Theovar said, nodding. “I’ll return to Tir Bereth and give the Sovereign one more chance. If she refuses to see reason…”

He turned back to the covered mirror and smiled. “Then we’ll have to force her hand.”


1
Buying Time


The door to the throne room burst open, and Dragon Princess Kyriel Valostri stormed through with me and Priestess Vinarys at her side.

Our arrival shouldn’t have been a surprise; the guards outside had surely told everyone that we were coming the moment the sentries had spotted us in the air flying toward the palace aviary. But that warning didn’t prevent the shocked and horrified looks cascading over the faces of the Great House patriarchs as we burst inside.

Part of their extreme reaction was due to our appearance. We all appeared as if we had just walked off a bloody battlefield—my leather cuirass was badly charred, and Vinarys’s crimson robe was splattered with mud. The princess was mostly unscathed, but she was lugging around a large sack stained with ochre blood.

Realistically, though, the patriarchs and scions probably would have been every bit as appalled even if we had shown up wearing clean finery. The princess had left the palace against the wishes of her mother and the court, after all, and the human legionary everyone hated had sneaked out to try and rescue her.

This confrontation was sure to get ugly in a hurry.

“Sanathar’s breath, there she is!” Lord Haberian Windsong exclaimed. “How could you possibly allow your daughter to fly off at a time like this? And what in the bloody void was she hoping to—?”

“Princess Kyriel is about to explain that, I’m sure,” Sovereign Alessara interrupted. “Let her speak.”

Her voice was calm, but I could hear the frost clinging to every word. Kyriel had said that her mother would be furious, but also that she would see reason once they explained themselves. We were about to find out if she was right.

The chamber was so huge it managed to seem empty despite the fact it was currently filled with dozens of courtiers. Some of that was simply the high ceiling—it had clearly been constructed to allow space for the Sovereign to attend court in her dragon form if she desired. For that same reason, there were no pillars or other obstacles anywhere near the blue crystal throne. Most of the courtiers were standing around but not inside the massive House Valostri heraldry emblazoned at the center of the chamber, almost as if crossing the barrier of the circle would break some ancient ward.

The only exception was Dragon Father Malion, who was sitting in the smaller chair next to the throne and glaring hard at his daughter. If anything, he looked more furious than the Sovereign and the patriarchs, though I couldn’t really blame him. He still had no idea what we’d been up to or the danger we’d faced, and he had undoubtedly spent the last several hours arguing with the court since Blood Mother Sianeth had declared that I wasn’t a dragon after all.

“The Skywatch aren’t doing their job,” Kyriel proclaimed as she strode forward across the throne room. Her face was set in stone, and her blue eyes burned with defiance. “So I decided to do it for them.”

She came to a halt in the center of the House Valostri crest, then hurled the sack she was carrying toward the throne. It struck the stone with a wet thump before the contents rolled out onto the floor for all to see.

“You’re welcome,” Kyriel said.

For a long moment, the only sound in the chamber was the disgusted groans of the courtiers at the sight of a freshly decapitated Tirzak head. The mantis warrior’s bulging eyes seemed to be looking everywhere at once.

“What is the meaning of this?” one of the other patriarchs asked in a deep, cultured voice. The patriarch of House Akathi, if I wasn’t mistaken, the rulers of the Wyvernwing Coast.

“The meaning is that we have a problem on our hands,” Kyriel said, panning her gaze around the room to look at all the gathered courtiers in turn. “There’s a new Tirzak clutch in the Garothi Peaks. They have channelers in their ranks, and they wield a strange magic this land hasn’t seen in a very long time.”

There were several gasps of shock, followed by a multitude of voices trying to shout over one another. I stayed silent at Kyriel’s request, and I kept my eyes on her mother. Sovereign Alessara’s blue gaze drifted back and forth across the courtiers, but I was reasonably sure I saw a thin smile tugging at her lips…

“Enough,” Alessara said eventually, using magic to deepen and project her voice across the throne room. Just like the last time I had stood before her, I was stunned by how imperious she could sound even in her elven form. “Explain what you’ve seen.”

It took a few more seconds, but the remainder of her court eventually fell silent. I had to imagine that it was a rare thing these past few days. From the way Kyriel had described the situation to me, they had all been at each other’s throats ever since the Tasting four days ago. They couldn’t agree on what to do about the dustborn dragon or the princess’s highly coveted First Mating. They all wanted their sons to be her consort, and Kyriel was increasingly convinced that they would be willing to go to war no matter which scion was ultimately chosen.

“Four days ago, I informed House Windsong of a potential infestation,” Kyriel said, sweeping her blue eyes over the chamber once again. “I ordered Commander Windsong to send a patrol into the mountains, but he ignored my command.”

“My riders have more important things to do than waste their time chasing down every rumor of mantis men in the mountains,” Sky-Commander Theovar Windsong said from beside his father.

“Does this look like a rumor?” Kyriel asked, pointing at the severed head.

“It looks like one Tirzak, Your Highness, not a clutch.”

“There were dozens of others fighting alongside this one. And who knows how many thousands more could be lurking in the Peaks until we perform a search?”

The rest of the court erupted in whispers again, but the Sky-Commander was now openly glaring at Kyriel. While both he and his father wore the wyvern crest of House Windsong on their shoulders, Theovar was clad in a white-blue tabard identifying him as a member of the Skywatch. The insignia on the other shoulders of his leather cuirass marked him as its leader.

I had half a mind to run over and punch him, partially because of the way he was looking at Kyriel and partially because something about his perfectly straight blond hair pissed me off. But I forced myself to stay still and remain patient lest I start a war before we could even explain the true threat to Lostrien.

“You fought all those Tirzak by yourself?” Lord Akathi asked. Unlike most of the other courtiers, his voice remained calm, though his golden eyes had narrowed suspiciously.

“No,” Kyriel said, gesturing behind her. “Centurion Farric and Priestess Vinarys helped me fend them off.”

“A single dustborn legionary and an inexperienced Vaz Gorati priestess against dozens of mantis warriors?” Lady Featherfall put in from the other side of the Valostri crest. “Are you certain you didn’t miscount, Your Highness?”

“I would have gladly carried all the bodies back if I thought your stomachs could handle it,” Kyriel replied tartly. “No, I didn’t miscount. And in case you’ve forgotten, Centurion Farric is the champion of the Midsummer Games, not to mention an Aetherblade.”

Featherfall scoffed so hard that her red hair flipped over her shoulders. “A dustborn Aetherblade is hardly—”

“And a dragon,” Kyriel finished.

A wave of anger and confusion rippled across the room, but Haberian Windsong grunted and shook his head.

“Perhaps you aren’t aware, Your Highness, but Blood Mother Sianeth confirmed that this human is no such thing,” he said stiffly.

“I’m afraid that Her Eminence is mistaken,” Vinarys said.

Haberian shot her an annoyed glare. “I’m afraid that you are the one who is mistaken, Priestess. It was your ridiculous assertion that sabotaged the tasting and—”

“The human transformed,” Kyriel interrupted. “I witnessed it myself.”

This time, there was no anger or confusion, just silence and disbelief. Not a single person in the room had expected her to make such a claim, including her mother and father. They looked as stunned as everyone else.

“Not into a full dragon,” Kyriel added, “but into a golden Wyrmidon. As with so many of our kind, his blood ignited in the fury of battle. Without his power, we would not have prevailed.”

“Impossible,” Theovar said, pushing past his father and stepping into the circle. “There are no dustborn dragons!”

“We both saw it with our own eyes, Commander,” Priestess Vinarys put in. “Centurion Farric—Wyrm Lord Farric—is a dragon.”

“Then he should transform for us right now,” Lady Featherfall said. “To demonstrate his supposed power.”

Once again, I held my tongue and let Kyriel speak for me. It wasn’t something I wished to make a habit of, but I told myself that it was the only real option.

For now, at least.

“As I said, his blood only ignited thanks to the fury of battle,” Kyriel told them. “Now he must learn to properly harness its power.”

“In other words, he can’t transform,” Theovar put in with a snort. “If there really were dozens of Tirzak in the Peaks, then perhaps Her Highness became confused during the battle. Perhaps she saw what she wanted to see rather than—”

The moment he made the mistake of getting too close to Kyriel, I stepped protectively in front of her. His eyes met mine, and we glared at one another like a pair of bromosaurs about to lock horns. He was reasonably tall and athletic, not to mention a powerful house scion, so he was probably used to intimidating his underlings in the Skywatch. But I still had several inches and forty pounds of muscle on him, so I wasn’t particularly impressed.

“If my daughter said that the human transformed, then the human transformed,” Sovereign Alessara said, the frost encasing her words even thicker than before. “I will not have the word of the Dragon Princess questioned in my court.”

Theovar swallowed heavily, and for a heartbeat I thought he might actually throw a punch at me. The House Windsong guards behind him had tensed—I could see their grips tightening around their halberds, with the exception of the bizarrely short one standing behind his father. I could only see a tiny fraction of the man’s pale white face through the crossed slit in his helmet, but he seemed to be smiling for some reason…

“I would not dare accuse Her Highness of deception,” Theover said eventually as he took a step back and turned to address the Sovereign instead. “But even those of us with plenty of experience in battle can become flustered from time to time.”

“Her Highness seems quite clear-minded to me,” Lord Akathi said. It was only then that I noticed he had taken a step into the circle as well. He wasn’t as tall or as broad as Theovar, but his dark gray plate armor was thicker and more imposing than the Windsong leather. “But I am deeply concerned about a battle against an enemy that House Windsong claims is not a threat.”

Both Haberian and Theovar turned and glared at the Akathi patriarch as if he had slipped a knife in their back.

“Personally, I wish to thank Her Highness for bringing such important news to our attention,” Akathi continued, offering Kyriel a nod. “The potential of a Tirzak resurgence should not be ignored. Nor should her claims about the human Centurion.”

“He has already been tested,” Lady Featherfall said, looking as surprised as Windsong that Akathi seemed to be taking Kyriel’s side. “What else would you have us do?”

Lord Akathi shrugged, a movement that was barely visible thanks to his armor. “As Her Highness said, the human must be given time to learn how to properly channel his power. It is a common experience for nascent dragons. The question, it seems, is not whether he has the blood, but whether he has enough of it to become a full dragon rather than merely a Wyrmidon. A few more days should be enough time for us to learn the truth.”

“Indeed,” Alessara said, offering him an appreciative nod.

I could tell she was suspicious of Akathi’s motives, however, because I was as well. Everything the man had said was clearly calculated. I had never met or seen him before today, but I’d heard plenty of stories from legionaries who had spent time on the Wyvernwing Coast. House Akathi had a reputation for patience and cleverness as well as discipline. Perhaps he simply believed that standing up to Windsong would ingratiate him in the eyes of the Sovereign. After all, he undoubtedly wanted his son to become Kyriel’s consort as much as any of the other Great Houses.

The fact that he had mentioned a specific time frame also struck me as suspicious. From what Vinarys had told me, late-blooming adult dragons could sometimes take weeks or months to successfully ignite their blood again, so the suggestion of a delay was probably just meant to make him appear reasonable in the eyes of the others.

“I suggest we begin an investigation of the Garothi Peaks immediately,” Lord Akathi said. “The fall of House Bastrel has left much of Blackwood Vale unprotected. We cannot afford such a weakness, especially with the continued belligerence of our southern neighbors.”

“It never ceases to amaze me how eager the members of this court are to place House Windsong and its riders at risk on their behalf,” Lord Haberian grumbled. “One might start to believe that our sacrifices are unappreciated.”

“I’ve no doubt not that Lord Akathi would be willing to send a few of his leophon knights to help you out,” Sovereign Alessara said. “Just like I have no doubt that every other house can afford to spare at least a few riders to the effort. If the Sky-Commander would be so kind as to prepare a proper search operation, we can begin to coordinate specifics.”

No one in the room looked particularly excited about her suggestion, but none of them seemed like they were ready to openly rebel against it, either. Realistically, there was nothing they could do. None were strong enough to confront the combined forces of the others, and since they all wanted the same prize in the end—and more importantly, believed they could still win it—they were stuck waiting for something to happen.

The tension in the air remained thick, however, and I stayed vigilant until the Sovereign dismissed the court and sent everyone home for the evening. They all watched me with particular interest while they left, and I made it a point to try and remember as many faces as I could. I’d managed to avoid getting embroiled in elf politics up to this point in my life, but it was abundantly clear that time was at an end.

“Unbelievable,” Dragon Father Malion hissed once the room had cleared out. He stood from his chair and strode over to his daughter. “What in the bloody void were you thinking flying off when—”

“The three of us will discuss this in my chambers,” the Sovereign interrupted. “Go and wait for me there—I wish to speak with Lord Farric.”

Malion turned and glared at her. “What?”

“Go,” Alessara said as she rose to her feet. “Kyriel and I will join you shortly.”

I could practically feel the rage coursing through her consort. Malion’s jaw clenched, his hands balled into fists, and he looked as if he wanted to fight. But instead, he simply nodded and strode out of the room.

“I’m sorry, Mother,” Kyriel said, her eyes darting anxiously to the side door where her father had stormed out. “I didn’t mean for—”

“Well done,” Alessara said.

The princess blinked in surprise. “Erm…what?”

“A few hours ago, I was convinced that we were out of time,” the Sovereign said as she glided over to us with effortless yet stately grace. “But now you’ve managed to buy us more. I’m impressed. Damn impressed.”

“You aren’t upset?”

“Of course I’m upset!” Alessara snarled. “You flew off to the Peaks without telling anyone and almost got yourself killed. I should lock you in your room and have the sorcerers erect a ward that even you can’t escape.”

Kyriel looked more confused. But her mother reached out and put a hand on her cheek, then gently pulled their foreheads together.

“As I said, well done,” she whispered. “Never do it again.”

Alessara smiled faintly, and Kyriel eventually responded in kind.

“Now, as for you,” the Sovereign said when she eventually pulled away and turned to me. “Sister Vinarys has been confident about her reading from the beginning, and it would seem her faith is well-placed. To be blunt, your transformation couldn’t have been better timed. Our top priority now is to get it to happen again.”

“I wish I understood how it happened, Your Majesty,” I said. “But I can’t explain it, and I don’t know how to do it again.”

“You will learn eventually. The only question is whether it will be in time.” The Sovereign shifted her gaze to Vinarys. “Unless a Tirzak army comes marching down from the mountains in the next few days, we still won’t be able to put off a reckoning with the Great Houses forever. It is your job to help him transform.”

“I understand, Your Majesty,” Vinarys said. “My magic did seem to help facilitate the first transformation.”

“Good. Use whatever Vaz Gorati techniques you can. Invent them if you have to. Everyone needs to see those golden scales of his as soon as possible.”

The priestess bowed, then took my arm. “They will, Your Majesty. I’ll see to it.”

Alessara nodded, then reached out and took her daughter’s hand. “Go ahead and get started. In the meantime, my daughter owes me an explanation.”


Interlude: Sovereignty
Alessara


“And that’s when it happened,” Kyriel said. “The blast should have killed him…but instead, he transformed.”

Alessara whistled softly through her teeth. “Incredible. You were right. It really is like one of the stories in the archives.”

“I wouldn’t have believed it if I weren’t there. Which I suppose is the whole problem—it won’t be easy to convince the patriarchs of something they didn’t see.”

Alessara nodded her agreement. The two of them could have easily made it back to her chambers by now, but they had intentionally been walking slowly while Kyriel recounted her battle against the Tirzak in greater detail. Alessara had also steered them through some of the smaller corridors in order to make the walk take as long as possible.

She probably should have had Kyri wait to tell the story until they joined her father, but Alessara became overwhelmed with rage every time she thought about him recently. And that feeling was even more intense tonight.

“I’m less concerned with them than everyone else,” Alessara said as they turned down the final long corridor leading to her chambers. She slowed her gait, which greatly softened the rhythmic clicking of her heels on the cerulean crystal floors. “I want to parade him around the city. The Legion and Skywatch officers, the sorcerers in Gûl Norigaad, the heads of the merchant guilds…they aren’t seeking your First Mating, so they don’t have the same interest in ignoring the truth about the human’s identity. Once they see what he is, they’ll understand what must be done. Even stubborn fools like Haberian Windsong will have to go along with it.”

“I hope you’re right,” Kyriel murmured. “But I encountered Theovar in Tari Barad before heading to the Peaks. He flat-out threatened to pull back the Skywatch if I didn’t agree to mate with him.”

“That was before you threw that bloody head on the floor,” Alessara said, smiling. “He has other things to worry about now, at least for a few days.”

She came to a halt halfway down the corridor, then turned and faced the princess directly. “Earlier, you said that you were surprised by the way the human fought.”

“Sol,” Kyriel said. “His name is Sol.”

Alessara raised a curious eyebrow. “That’s new.”

Her daughter frowned. “What?”

“You didn’t seem to mind referring to him as ‘the human’ before.”

“It’s…” Kyriel trailed off, and there was the faintest flush in her cheeks. “He’s a dragon, there’s no doubting it anymore. He deserves respect.”

Alessara nodded and tried very hard not to smile. “So why were you surprised by the way he fought?”

“I…I don’t know, exactly, but he spent much of the fight just protecting Vin. It’s like he was trained as a House Liege Guard rather than an Aetherblade.”

“Or he was acting on instinct, and that instinct is to protect those around him.” Alessara cast a glance toward the door of her chambers again. “Your father was the same way once, if you can believe that.”

Kyriel frowned. “I’m not sure I can.”

“I don’t blame you.”

Alessara took a deep breath, but she couldn’t stop the sudden flood of old memories. The gnolls emerging from the Wyrmshade, the cries of surprise from her guards, the way Malion—a man she had never even spoken to and had no plans to bond with—had thrown himself in front of her to stop a javelin…

“It was a long time ago,” she added hastily as she crossed her arms and pulled her eyes from the distant door. “Things change, like your opinion of this human—sorry, of Sol. It didn’t take long before you accepted his true nature. Are you now willing to accept him as consort?”

Kyriel swallowed visibly. “I have to, don’t I? He’s a dragon.”

“That isn’t what I asked. Do you want to choose him?”

“I…” The princess trailed off and shook her head. “I don’t know. I only met him for the first time a few hours ago! He’s…well, he isn’t what I expected. I wish I had more time to get to know him. Really know him.”

“You have more time now than you did this morning,” Alessara reminded her. “Use it wisely and make a decision. Whatever it is, I’ll stand by it.”

Her daughter’s eyebrows both lifted. “But you’ve always told me that I need to think with my head, not my heart.”

“Because that’s what I needed to hear when I was your age. You may not believe this, but there was a time when I followed my heart, too.”

“Like when you married Father instead of Lord Bastrel,” Kyriel whispered. “A decision you regret.”

“No,” Alessara said flatly. “Never.”

“But the two of you hate each—”

“Never,” Alessara repeated. Spinning around, she cupped Kyriel’s face in her hands. “Without him, there is no you. And without you…”

She sighed, then gently slid her fingers up and over the tips of her daughter’s pointed ears. “Without you, there’s no me.”

Alessara pulled Kyriel close. “My hope is that you never have to think about the difference between your heart and your head,” she whispered, “because they both lead to the same place.”

Kyriel squeezed back. Given the chance, Alessara would have gladly held onto her all night.

“Now get going,” she said, pulling away. “I’ll handle your father. You should get cleaned up and get some rest. I’m sure that Vin will need your help figuring out a way to make Sol transform again.”

Kyriel wasn’t quite crying, but her eyes were redder than they’d been in a long time. “You don’t want to keep us separated anymore? The scions still won’t be happy about it.”

“We’re past that level of caution at this point. Just try and help him transform, whatever it takes. That’s the only path forward.”

The princess nodded slowly. “What are you going to do about Blood Mother Sianeth? We know she lied this morning.”

“I’ll handle it,” Alessara assured her. “Now go.”

The Sovereign waited to the count of a hundred before she finally resumed her walk to her chambers. Had they been outside beneath the open sky where she could freely use her magic, a storm would have been gathering overhead.

Her consort was waiting for her as she’d ordered. Malion was staring out the huge window overlooking the palace’s northern courtyard, though there wasn’t all that much to see since the sun had gone down. A glass of blue wine from the Starmantle vineyards was dangling in his hand, though he hadn’t taken more than a few sips.

“I was starting to wonder if you were coming,” he said, setting down the glass and walking over to meet her. The Sovereign’s private chamber was vast, easily three times the size of any other bedroom in the palace, and all that empty space made his voice echo despite the plush carpet.

“I wanted Kyriel to give me a full accounting of the battle with the Tirzak,” Alessara said.

Malion frowned. With nothing but a few magical candles to light the room, his dark eyes may as well have been inky voids straight from the Pale. Even his normally shimmering white hair seemed duller somehow.

“Where is she?” he asked. “I have plenty of questions for her.”

“I sent her to clean up and get some rest,” Alessara said. “She’s had a long day.”

“Because she’s too stubborn to sit still and do as she’s told,” Malion grumbled. “I’ll double her Wyrmguard to make sure she doesn’t go anywhere.”

“She won’t.”

He snorted. “What makes you so sure?”

“Because she’s made her point about the Tirzak. And she understands that the most important thing right now is getting the human to transform again.”

“Do you honestly believe that will matter? Even if the human strolls into the throne room as a full Wyrmidon tomorrow, the patriarchs still won’t accept him.”

“I’m less worried about the patriarchs than I am about you,” Alessara said, putting a chill into her voice.

Malion’s dark brow furrowed, making it contrast even harder with his white hair. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“You’ve made your feelings about the human abundantly clear. You don’t seem to care whether he’s a dragon or not. But you knew that some of the others might, which is why you convinced Mother Sianeth to lie at her reading.”

For a long moment, her chamber was so quiet she could have heard a speck of dust hit the floor. Malion’s expression didn’t give anything away, but the shock in his eyes did.

“She’s a Starmantle, just like you,” Alessara went on, sparing him the indignity of asking how she’d divined the obvious. “And she’s always been more loyal to your house than the throne. I never should have chosen her as my Dragon Priestess.”

Eventually, Malion rediscovered his voice. “Sianeth wants what is best for our daughter and for Lostrien.”

“She wants what’s best for the Vaz Gorati,” Alessara countered. “And that means controlling the bloodlines as tightly as they can. They’re the ones who will never accept a human dragon.”

“They aren’t alone. Neither will the Council of Wyrms or any of the other Great Houses across the Empire.”

“You’re probably right. They’d rather see him dead than let him spread his seed.”

His cheek twitched in surprise. “Then why are you—?”

“Doesn’t it bother you in the slightest that Sianeth was willing to abandon such a self-evident truth the moment it was inconvenient?” Alessara asked. “Think about that for a moment, and tell me what it reveals about the Empire.”

She glared at him hard for several seconds, then pushed past him to go and stand by the window. Normally, she found the view quite soothing. Between the trees and the multicolored lights, it was almost like looking out at a magical fey garden of legend. But tonight, she was having trouble seeing anything past her rage.

And disappointment.

“There’s something wrong with the Vaz Gorati,” she said quietly. “There’s something wrong with the Council, too. Abethaal has been clamping down on the vatari trade for years, yet not a single Elder Dragon has bothered to leave Anar Dol to remedy the situation. We’re on our own, Malion. We must cultivate power. In the end, it’s the only currency that matters.”

He stayed silent for a moment as he moved up behind her. “And you think that allowing this human to befoul our daughter is the way to do that? Even if he gives her dragons, she will be doomed to outlive her own children! They may not even live long enough to serve a single term as Sovereign!”

“We don’t know that,” Alessara said. “We can’t know that. There has never been a human or a half-human dragon.”

“I’d rather not take our chances,” Malion said. “Especially since the moment she chooses him, there will be war. We’ll be giving them a common enemy—they won’t need to fight for Kyriel—they’ll be fighting against the human. And there’s no way we can stand against all of them at once.”

“We won’t have to if we show the people of Tir Bereth what he truly is. All he needs to do is transform where everyone can see him.”

She could feel his eyes studying her intently. “If you really believe that, you could weave an illusion,” he suggested. “You’ve accomplished far greater feats with your magic before. Turn him into a dragon, let enough people see him that the doubters are overwhelmed.”

“It is a final option, if no others present themselves,” Alessara said. “But I’d rather wait and give him as much time as we can. It will take several days to properly scout the mountains, and that should occupy the attention of the patriarchs.”

“And give them time to move their forces closer to the city if they decide not to take no for an answer.”

She glanced back over her shoulder to look at him. “Do you actually think that’s possible?”

“I don’t know,” Malion admitted. “But I can send word to Karthuil and have them deploy my house’s forces further south just in case they’re needed.”

“While you’re doing that, you can also inform Mother Sianeth that her services will no longer be required,” Alessara said coldly. “Ever.”

“I’ll do that.” He looked her deep in the eyes and sighed. “I really was trying to protect us, Ale. I knew that Sianeth was the only one who could give us the cover we needed to ignore the results of the Tasting. I thought she would allow us to start over, and I wanted to—”

“I know what you wanted, and I know you lied to me to try and get your way,” Alessara said, letting her gaze frost over. “And I want you to know that I will never forget it.”

Malion flinched. “Ale, we can still—”

“Get out,” she interrupted, spinning back around to look out the window again. “Before I lose my temper.”

He didn’t wait long to turn and leave, just like Alessara’s tears didn’t wait long to stain her cheeks afterward. She had told Kyriel that she didn’t regret listening to her heart when she had chosen her consort, even though a more strategic decision would have spared Lostrien a brief but bloody civil war with House Bastrel. It hadn’t been a lie—Alessara wouldn’t trade the daughter Malion had given her for anything in this world or the next.

But she hadn’t quite been telling the truth, either, because she absolutely did have regrets…too many of them to count sometimes. If she hadn’t insisted on confronting Bastrel herself, everything would be different. At her age, she could have sired five or more children by now, all with different males if she’d desired, possibly even one from each house as some of her ancestors had done. Instead, she had a consort she didn’t trust, a bed she couldn’t fill, and a throne she was destined to lose.

Taking a deep breath, Alessara turned away from the window and tried to get some sleep.


2
Awakening


“There has to be some way to get you to transform again!”

“Maybe. But if you keep this up, all you’re going to accomplish is making my heart explode.”

I reached out and gently took hold of Vinarys’s wrists before she could channel more of her blood magic into me. We had been alone in my chamber for the better part of an hour now, and she’d tried several different techniques to try and ignite my dragon blood like during our battle with the Tirzak. So far, nothing had worked.

“Are you in pain?” the priestess asked, her brow creased in concern.

“Not exactly. But I could use a break.”

Releasing her hands, I stepped away and paced across the room. My heartbeat had finally started returning to normal again, but the rest of my body was still buzzing from her last enhancement spell. While I appreciated the rush of power it had given me on the battlefield, the overabundance of strength and energy was quite uncomfortable when you had no good way to spend it. If she planned to continue this experiment, we needed to be outside where I could run around and smash target dummies.

I would have thought that she’d have been getting tired as well, given how much she had been channeling today. But strangely enough, I had never seen her display any signs that the Flensing was bothering her. She never rubbed at her arms or flexed her fingers in discomfort, nor did I ever see her veins become visible beneath her pale skin. Perhaps Vaz Gorati blood magic wasn’t as stressful on the body as the arcane and earth magic I used.

“Well, don’t get discouraged,” Vinarys said, planting her hands on her hips. “There are still plenty of other things we can try.”

I gleaned back over my shoulder. “Such as?”

“How about more sex? Maybe your blood will ignite if you take me from behind while I’m on all fours. Goddess knows mine will.”

I snorted, then smiled back at her. I had removed my armor and stripped down to a loincloth so she could test her spells on me, and Vinarys had likewise handed her crimson Vaz Gorati robe over to the servants to get it cleaned after the battle. She hadn’t put anything else on in its place, so I had a clear view of her cropped black bodice. The leather was so tight it barely seemed able to contain her breasts…

“If sex was all it took, I would have transformed days ago,” I reminded her.

“Not necessarily. The transformation should come more easily the second time, so the same stimuli might have different results.”

Vinarys suggestively rolled her tongue over her lips as she sauntered back over to me. She had also removed her boots for cleaning, but she was still walking and swaying as if she were wearing heels.

“Then again,” she purred as she slid her hands over my bare chest. “Maybe you just weren’t taking me hard enough before.”

Stretching up on the tips of her toes, she brought her lips to mine. I kissed her deeply, my fingers feathering through her red hair and brushing it beyond the tips of her pointed ears.

“What do you say?” she breathed when our lips parted, her voice as dark and husky as ever. “Want to bend me over something and see what happens?”

“Maybe in a little while once the rest of the magic has faded,” I whispered back. “Otherwise, I’m scared I might hurt you.”

Vinarys smiled. “That’s the fun part, darling. Besides, I am a healer…”

She stretched up to kiss me again. There was definitely a part of me—an increasingly large and throbbing part, if I was being honest—that wanted to pull her skirt from her hips, throw her onto the floor, and rut her like a hog. But her magic had riled my blood so thoroughly that I was legitimately concerned about hurting her while I was in this state. I felt like I could run from here to Abethaal without breaking a sweat.

Even if that weren’t the case, though, I wanted to take a few minutes to relax and collect my thoughts. We had flown back to Tir Bereth right after the battle, and I still hadn’t fully processed what had happened to me. Despite all the tests and talk about my special gift, the whole dragon thing hadn’t been real until I had actually seen the golden scales on my arms and felt the blood burning in my veins…

The first dustborn dragon. The first human Wyrm Lord. I couldn’t even blame the Great Houses for not wanting to believe it was real. The entire mythos of the Dragon Sovereigns was based on the divinity of Lahara’s blood, and the Vaz Gorati had spent thousands upon thousands of years insisting that their goddess would only share her gift with Avetharri elves. If that wasn’t true, it threw the entire Imperial religion into question, not to mention the Vaz Gorati sisterhood itself.

Vinarys hadn’t hesitated to accept me—she’d been eager to get beneath me the instant my special seed had touched her tongue—but she was clearly an exception in more ways than one. My very existence was a threat to the power of her order, especially if I learned how to transform. They couldn’t hide the truth if it was right there for everyone to see.

“I still don’t understand what happened,” I said, looking down at my hands. “When that Tirzak channeler blasted me with his magic, it should have killed me.”

“Draconic blood can manifest in many ways,” Vinarys said, lovingly tracing her fingernails along the curves of my chest muscles as she so often did. “Some learn how to transform on their own as children, while others require more active stimulation.”

“Like almost getting killed?”

She nodded. “Yes, though that’s certainly the least entertaining method. Dragons are creatures of power and dominance, which is why vigorous sex is a common trigger—many Imperial concubines have borne witness to first transformations over the millennia. But sometimes the power remains dormant until the dragon faces battle or even a near-death experience.”

“So in other words, I might not transform unless we’re swarmed by Tirzak again,” I muttered.

“Or until you’re hilted inside me. Wouldn’t you rather rule that out before heading back into the Peaks and trying to get yourself killed?”

I chuckled and put my hands over hers. Apparently, nearly getting ripped apart by swarming mantis men had made her even hotter than normal, which was definitely saying something considering how much of the last few days she’d spent on her back and knees.

“You mentioned that most young dragons have tutors to guide them,” I commented. “What are the odds you could summon one to help me?”

“I can go to Gûl Norigaad in the morning and consult with the sorcerers,” Vinarys said. “Some of them are loyal enough to Sovereign Alessara that they’ll likely be willing to help. Though to be frank, I’m not certain how much they can do. They’re accustomed to working with elves, not humans.”

“Does it make a difference?”

“I don’t know, darling. Nobody does. That’s the whole mystery.” She slid her hands down my arms and squeezed my biceps. “You dustborn all have a certain savagery to your nature that we do not. It shouldn’t be a surprise to anyone that violence is what ultimately revealed the truth in your blood.”

I snickered. “I’ve served in the Legion since I was a boy. I’ve been violent plenty of times before.”

“Yes, but never while protecting me,” Vinarys said with a sly smirk. “I’m sure that made all the difference.”

“Maybe you’re right,” I conceded. “I am glad that you’re safe.”

“Safe and eager to reward my savior.”

My heart rate had mostly settled from her magic, but it started accelerating again when she looked up at me with those piercing green eyes of hers. I still found it difficult to believe that more sex would be the catalyst to another transformation, but I also couldn’t come up with a good reason not to try it just in case.

“So, you think I should be more aggressive than normal?” I asked, sliding my hands on her slender waist.

“Absolutely,” Vinarys purred. “I promise, I’m not as fragile as I look. And it is absolutely vital for us to try and—oop!”

She yelped in surprise when I abruptly spun her around, then again when I threw her onto the plush rug in front of the bed. By the time she regained her wits and looked back at me in surprise, I was already in position to mount her from behind. Getting a firm handhold on her red hair with my right hand, I used my left to grab onto her skirt and yank it from her hips. Her bodice came next—a rough tug on the drawstring loosened it enough for me to tear it off her and hurl it across the room. Once those nuisances were out of the way, I pushed off my loincloth and eased the thick head of my swollen stem up against her sweltering sex.

“What was that about dustborn and savagery again?” I asked, nudging the tip inside her. As usual, it didn’t seem like I could possibly fit inside her tight elf cunt, but somehow it always found a way to accommodate me.

“You’re monstrous,” Vinarys breathed as she widened her stance and stretched out her ass to present herself for me. “Little more than savages who take what they want!”

“You know, I think you’re right.”

She moaned as I pushed deeper inside her, and again when I smacked her upturned ass. Not gently, either—if she wanted vigorous, then she was going to get vigorous.

With my right hand still clutching her hair, I pushed her face down while I drove the rest of the way inside her. Like I’d anticipated, her cunt somehow made room for my girth, though if she weren’t so sopping wet, I surely would have torn her open. As I paused and allowed myself a moment to enjoy her heat and tightness, I also couldn’t help appreciate just how beautiful she looked right now. A pretty, proper priestess, her ass held high in the air and her face turned sideways as I pushed her into the carpet. She looked up at me with those piercing eyes of hers, utterly helpless before my might and absolutely sodden because of it.

You know, I thought to myself, I think I’m going to like being a dragon.

I fucked her wildly, bestially, without a single concern for her pleasure…which, judging by her uncontrolled whimpers of delight, was exactly the thing that drove her wild. The harder I slammed into her, the less coherent her pleas became. First the Imperial tongue, then a highborn dialect, then absolutely gibberish.

“Yes…yes…like that!” Vinarys squealed. “Fuck me…use me…anno den annin…anno…anno…oooh!”

She had told me that dragons were creatures of domination, and while I didn’t see any scales on my body or feel the urge to breathe fire, I couldn’t deny how good it felt to have her submit to my power so eagerly. Her tight channel clenched around me even harder as she finished the first time and then the second, and by then my own climax was unstoppable.

“Take it!” I growled. “Take it all!”

I slapped her ass again, then yanked back on her hair. All of a sudden, I was overwhelmed by a primal desire not merely to finish inside her, but to breed her. To plant my human seed deep in her elven womb. Over and over until she was thick with my child.

And the desire was even more difficult to resist because I knew it was what she wanted, too.

But somehow, I managed to regain control of my bestial instincts at the last moment, and I pulled out right before I spiraled over the edge. I was fully prepared to spray her ass and back, but Vinarys had other ideas. The instant I released my grip on her hair, she flipped herself around, opened her mouth wide, and provided me with the prettiest target I’d ever seen.

I had spilled on her body dozens of times these past few days, and I’d unloaded on her face several times as well. But with multiple doses of her blood magic coursing through me, I blasted her harder than ever. The first jet struck her so hard that she flinched, but like the good cum priestess she was, Vinarys stayed still while I glazed her from forehead to chin.

“Faarea!” she gasped. “There’s so much!”

“Well, maybe it’s the first step in a transformation,” I said, leaning back to appreciate my handiwork. I really had gotten it everywhere. “We can try again and find out.”

“Oo,” Vinarys cooed, panting excitedly. “Okay, but next time, you can put it on my—”

She was interrupted by a loud knock at the door. Her eyes widened in surprise…and her cheeks flushed red.

“Um…w-what is it?” Vinarys asked as a glob of seed dripped from her chin onto her tits.

“Princess Kyriel is here to see you, Priestess,” came the deep voice of the Wyrmguard soldier outside. “May I—?”

“One moment!” Vinarys shouted.

She vaulted to her feet at record speed, then sprinted toward the empty bathing pool and turned on the water. For my part, I grabbed my discarded loincloth and threw it back over my waist. I felt incredibly underdressed for another meeting with a princess, but I doubted I had enough time to squeeze into any of the formal outfits the servants had placed in my wardrobe closet.

Especially since I was too preoccupied snickering at how quickly Vin was trying to clean herself up. For all her talk about the sanctity of dragon seed, she sure scrubbed it off her face and tits in record time. She didn’t bother retrieving her skirt or bodice, though; she just grabbed one of the towels at the side of the pool and pulled it over her body. She was at the door an instant later.

I dropped to a knee when the princess entered, though I doubted she even noticed. All her attention was focused on her embarrassingly unkempt friend.

“Just, um, just cleaning up after the battle,” Vinarys managed as she promptly closed the door. “You know how it is.”

Water was still running down the priestess’s cheeks, and her wet hair was slung over her shoulders. To anyone else, it might have looked like she had simply jumped out of the bath and rushed to the door as soon as possible. But from the look on Kyriel’s face, it was clear she knew otherwise.

“Sanathar’s breath,” she exclaimed. “You’re supposed to be helping him transform.”

“I was!” Vin insisted. “We, uh, we were trying a new posi—I mean, a new channeling technique to help stir up the blood. No success yet, but I’m confident we’ll figure it out soon.”

Kyriel scoffed and crossed her arms. Unlike us, she actually had cleaned up since our battle with the Tirzak. In addition to styling her hair and putting on a touch of makeup, she had also replaced her leather armor with a shimmering blue dress that was more elegant and less formal than the one her mother wore.

Back in the Peaks, I had been struck by the fact that Kyriel seemed to be two women in the same body—one a relentless huntress, the other a beautiful princess. That contrast was even starker now that she had changed outfits. It was almost hard to believe that this was the same woman I’d watched toss a severed head on the floor of the throne room an hour ago.

“I didn’t think your mother wanted you in here,” Vinarys said, still holding the towel up to cover herself. “You know, to avoid giving the House scions the wrong idea.”

“We’re past that stage at this point,” Kyriel said. “With luck, the Tirzak will keep them distracted long enough for us to figure this out. I hoped you’d be taking this more seriously.”

“I’m very serious, darling! I used the exact same enhancement spells on him here that I did in the mountains. But since he didn’t have his sword or any bugs to stab, we improvised a little.”

The princess sighed, then looked back at me. “Please, you don’t have to kneel. You’re a Wyrm Lord now.”

“You are still the Dragon Princess, Your Highness,” I said as I got back to my feet.

“Maybe so, but I’d still rather not be so formal.” Her eyes flicked down to my loincloth. “Though at least you aren’t overdressed.”

I might have been worried by the comment if she hadn’t grinned afterward. It wasn’t as sly or overtly impish as the ones Vinarys liked to wear, but the tiny little dimple in her cheek may have been the cutest thing I’d ever seen. Now I just needed to figure out how to make her laugh…

“Hiding that body in a tunic should be a crime,” Vinarys commented. “I should tell the leatherworkers to take their time repairing his armor, too…”

Kyriel slapped the priestess’s arm playfully, but I caught her sneaking a long glance at my chest. I felt a little silly and a lot exposed wearing nothing but a strip of fabric in front of royalty, though considering I’d been naked and spilling into a goblet the first time she’d seen me, it wasn’t as if I had anything left to hide.

“Did you have any real ideas how to help him?” Kyriel asked, shifting her attention back to Vinarys.

“I figured I’d talk to the sorcerers in Gûl Norigaad tomorrow,” Vin replied. “Other than that…no, not really.”

The princess pursed her lips. “I was planning on consulting the library in the morning. There must be some similar accounts of adult dragons in there somewhere.”

“It’s worth a look. You can do the boring reading, I’ll stay here and keep practicing…other methods.”

Kyriel sighed. “I’m starting to think you should spend more time in the chapel and less in here.”

“But why worship statues of dragons when I can worship the real thing?” Vinarys asked as she shuffled over and dragged her fingertips over my arm and shoulder. “I only want to put my faith into practice, darling.”

“Right.” The princess shook her head, then eyed me up and down again. “I wish I had better ideas. You’d think I would, given how much time my tutors spent trying to get me to transform when I was younger. Their techniques never worked, though for a different reason.”

I nodded soberly. “Sister Vinarys told me about the curse that Lord Bastrel placed on your mother. I had no idea.”

“It’s something she has gone to great lengths to keep private,” Kyriel said. “No one seems to understand how it works, but Lord Bastrel had been caught experimenting with forbidden magic several times in the past. However he managed it, the curse severely weakened my mother. The fact she can no longer bear children is only one of the symptoms.”

The princess’s cheek twitched, but she didn’t elaborate before she continued. “As Vin told you, the curse also influenced me. She assures me that I’m still fertile, but I’ve never been able to transform into a dragon or channel the Aether properly. My powers are…different. The shadow magic in the curse has given me a powerful and unique connection to the Pale.”

“I noticed,” I said. “Those arrows you were firing…I’ve never seen magic like that before.”

“Few people have. It’s not the type of thing one can learn in Gûl Norigaad or any of the other sorcerous academies in Lostrien.”

Kyriel stretched out her right arm and looked down at her smooth, unblemished skin. At the moment, there was no sign whatsoever of the vatari tattoos hidden beneath.

“Tapping into the Pale is dangerous, so I try to avoid using my powers unless I really need to,” she went on. “But I seem to have much better control than most Palerenders. I’ve never left any tears in the Veil or inadvertently pulled demons into the physical world. Channeling does eventually take a toll on me, though, but it’s different from what I’ve seen with the Flensing.”

“How so?” I asked, genuinely curious. Just mentioning the Flensing made my arms tingle in a sympathetic response.

“I’ve heard the Aether described as a dangerous potion. Drink a little, and you get power. Drink too much, and it’s toxic.” She shook her head. “The Pale isn’t like that. It’s energy isn’t poisoning you, it’s consuming you. Channel too much, and it will devour you whole.”

“Her vatari markings mitigate the effect,” Vinarys said, leaning down and tracing her fingertips over the princess’s arms. The beautiful blue tattoos gradually began to appear in the wake of her touch. “Vatari absorbs magic, as I’m sure you know. It seems to absorb excess Pale energy as well, though the process does quickly corrupt the markings. They go from absorbing magical power to craving it. That’s why you saw me cleansing her markings after the battle. It would be dangerous to leave them in a corrupted state for too long.”

I nodded, remembering how the tattoos had gone from a haunting green to a more natural blue after Vinarys had drained the energy into her amulet.

“So that necklace of yours is some kind of receptacle?” I asked.

“Not exactly,” the priestess replied as she shared a quick and cagey glance with Kyriel. Her dark emerald amulet was the only thing she was wearing besides the towel. “But it does allow me to cleanse the corruption and keep her safe.”

“Very few people know about my markings,” Kyriel said. “Dragons don’t typically receive vatari tattoos because they can interfere with channeling. In theory, they could absorb so much of your own magic that you couldn’t transform. But since I can’t do that anyway…”

She shrugged. “Nevertheless, it would be something of a scandal if the truth got out. Though nothing compared to if people learned I had Palerending abilities.”

“Well, I wasn’t planning on telling anyone,” I said. “Your powers seem pretty damn useful to me.”

“More than you realize,” Vinarys agreed. “They’ve even attracted a friend.”

Kyriel shot her a look.

“You might as well introduce them,” the priestess said. “After all, he’s the one who helped you find those Tirzak channelers in the first place.”

“He?” I asked, frowning.

“Don’t worry, he’s not your competition,” Vinarys soothed. “There’s no way you could ever be as handsome as he is.”

I didn’t bother trying to hide my confusion, and the reaction only made her giggle in that impish way of hers. Meanwhile, Kyriel had started looking at something across the room, I followed her gaze—

And nearly hopped out of my loincloth when a panther appeared quite literally out of nowhere.

“This is Duatha,” the princess said. “A friend I met a few years ago when I first realized I could enter the Pale.”

My breath froze in my throat. Trained panthers were common in many Lostrien fiefdoms, but they were typically trained as hunting companions or mounts, not house guests. But upon closer inspection, I realized that the panther wasn’t real—or perhaps more accurately, that he wasn’t tangible. I could see through the large black cat as if he were made of shadowy mist rather than flesh and fur. His green eyes glowed as he stalked toward us.

“Don’t worry, he’s harmless,” Vinarys said, holding out her hand as he settled between the two women. The panther immediately pushed his spectral face into her palm and began to lick her fingertips as if they were covered in something tasty. It took me a moment to realize that she was channeling magic for him.

“What…?” I gasped.

“He’s a spirit from the Pale,” Kyriel said, crouching down to run her hand along the panther’s ghostly fur. “It’s why he can’t fully manifest here in the physical world.”

“A spirit? You mean a demon?”

“That’s what the sorcerers in Gûl Norigaad would call him. But there’s more to the Pale than darkness and demons. Not every spirit is malevolent. He’s protected me from demons more than once.”

I continued giving the panther a wary look. Considering all the unbelievable things that had happened to me over the past few days, the idea of benevolent spirit shouldn’t have been as shocking as it was. But I had been told the same horror stories about the Pale as everyone else, and I’d spent far too many nights as a child worrying that the demons on the other side of the Veil were about to burst through at any moment.

“Before you ask, no one else knows about him,” Kyriel said. “Not even my mother.”

I swallowed when I noticed my mouth had dried out. “And this spirit just…follows you around?”

“He comes when I call him and leaves when I dismiss him. I don’t know exactly why or how, but something about my shadow curse allowed me to bond with him.” She paused and gave me a look. “I know it must sound crazy, but I promise he’s a friend.”

“Just make sure you never give him a taste of your magic,” Vinarys said, closing her palm. The spectral cat continued licking at her fingers for a few seconds, then looked plaintively at her when she withdrew her hand altogether. “Otherwise he’ll never stop begging for more!”

“Go ahead back to my chambers,” Kyriel said to the cat. “I’ll meet you there in a while, all right?”

The panther glanced between the two women a few times, then shifted his spectral gaze to me. It was probably my imagination, but I swore he was trying to stare me down. But before I could comment on it, he stalked away and vanished into the nothingness from where he had come.

“He’s the one who called my attention to the Tirzak in the first place a few months ago,” Kyriel said. “He would track them through the Pale and bring me to areas where they’d hunted in the mountains. It wasn’t until recently that we actually encountered them.”

I eventually pulled my eyes away from the shadows where the panther had disappeared. “You were out in the mountains by yourself?”

“My parents weren’t happy, but there wasn’t much they could do about it.” Kyriel smiled slyly. “One of the advantages of being a Palerender is that it’s very difficult to stop you from going wherever you want.”

I chuckled softly. “Sounds useful. I wouldn’t have minded having that kind of power to sneak out of the garrison at Tari Barad every now and then.”

Her smile widened, and she looked me up and down again. She must not have realized she was doing it, because she abruptly cleared her throat and brushed her hair behind her ears when she caught herself.

“I, um, I thought it best that we spend some time getting to know one another,” Kyriel said. “All that’s happened…all this chaos and drama…it’s still hard to believe we’ve barely had a single conversation.”

“I could have Lia fetch some food,” Vinarys suggested, her eyes twinkling in excitement. “The two of you could chat for while before—”

“Not tonight,” Kyriel said, shaking her head. “It’s already getting late, and…well, it’s been a long day. I’m sure we could all use some rest.”

Vinarys arched a red eyebrow. “Darling, if you leave me alone again with him tonight, I promise we won’t be getting any sleep.”

“That’s why you’ll be returning to your room tonight. Lord Farric needs some actual rest if he’s ever going to transform again.”

Vin’s face sank. “What? You can’t be serious!”

“I think you’ve had enough for now,” Kyriel said. “But I do need your help with one more thing first.”

The two women shared a long look, but Vinarys’s horror at potentially being separated from me was gradually replaced by what I could only describe as a dark, lecherous grin.

“Tonight?” she asked.

“Tonight,” Kyriel confirmed. “I need to know.”

“Your Highness?” I asked, looking back and forth between them.

The girls continued their staring match for a few more seconds before the princess finally looked at me again.

“Just Kyriel, please,” she said. “At least when we aren’t in public.”

“Uh…of course,” I replied, remembering the similar conversation I’d had with Liawen. Getting her not to call me “my lord” constantly was an ongoing challenge. “But only if you agree not to call me ‘Lord Farric.’ I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that.”

“It’s a deal.”

Kyriel kept her eyes on me this time, and I was once again stricken by just how much they glimmered like blue topazes. I hadn’t met anyone with such an arresting gaze in my entire life.

“Despite all the confusion and protests over the past few days, I’ve known the truth about your blood since I tasted your…well, ever since the Tasting,” Kyriel corrected herself hastily. “The way my tattoos reacted to your power…I’d never felt anything like that before.”

I examined her right arm again. The tattoos had faded again now that Vinarys wasn’t channeling magic into them.

“The markings can absorb power from…uh, fluids?” I asked.

“Vatari can absorb magic from anything. Items, spells, blood…the source doesn’t really matter. After the Tasting, Vin shared the echoes of your power with me after the two of you…I mean, after she took—”

“After you gave me a nice big sample of my own,” Vinarys finished with a snicker. “You should have seen how bright her tattoos got that night. And how quickly her toes curled just thinking about how delicious the real thing must be.”

“Vin!” Kyriel practically shouted. Her face had suddenly turned as red as a Vaz Gorati robe.

“There’s no reason to be coy about it,” Vinarys said, snickering. “What she’s trying to say is that she’d finally like to have a fresh, full sample for herself. That’s what she needs my help with.”

I froze in shock. That’s what this was about? The princess wanted a sample of my draconic essence for herself?

“I see,” I managed. Kyriel had pressed her eyes shut, and her hands were balled into fists at her sides. I felt a little bad at how embarrassed she was, but I couldn’t deny how cute it made her look at the same time.

“I’m…” the princess started, then paused and set her jaw as she fought to regain her poise. “I’m curious to know how my markings will react. And now that we know without a shadow of a doubt that you have the blood, I believe it is time for me to find out.”

Her blue eyes finally fluttered back open and focused on me. “That is, assuming you’re willing.”

“Erm, of course, Your High, uh…Kyriel,” I managed. “Anything you need.”

She nodded almost imperceptibly before she cleared her throat and nervously pushed her hair behind her ears again. “Though it wouldn’t be appropriate for me to extract it myself,” she said. “But Vin could—”

“I’m ready,” the priestess said, throwing her towel aside and dropping to her knees in an instant. “Let’s get started!”

“Sanathar’s breath,” Kyriel exclaimed. “You’re shameless!”

“You have enough for the both of us, darling,” Vinarys said as she lifted her hands to my waist. “Now, do you want my help or not?”

She didn’t even wait for a reply before she pulled my loincloth down. My cock was so hard it nearly slapped her face when it sprang to attention, but Vin didn’t seem to notice. She immediately began her by-now familiar routine of lathering my tip with her tongue while her delicate fingers stroked my shaft. And even though I had full confidence I could conjure up another thick load for her despite the mess I’d made of her face twenty minutes earlier, I felt her reach out to the Aether and flood me with a burst of restorative blood magic anyway. I was back at full length in a heartbeat.

With the princess standing there awkwardly next to us waiting for her sample, I had assumed that Vin would use her skilled mouth to coax a sample out of me as quickly as possible. But interestingly—though perhaps not surprisingly, when I thought about it—the priestess seemed determined to take her time. Rather than pump me hard or slam my full length down her throat, she began teasing my testicles with her fingers and mouth while her fingers stroked at a low simmer. I didn’t mind, of course—no sane man would ever complain about a beautiful woman worshipping his cock—but Vinarys was clearly putting on a performance for her princess.

And Kyriel was just as clearly enjoying it.

It was difficult for me to pay attention to anything else when a woman had her lips on my balls, but I tried to surreptitiously observe the princess while I appreciatively feathered my hand through Vinarys’s red hair. Kyriel’s pupils dilated as she watched, and her breaths seemed to be getting more rapid every moment. I doubted she even realized that she was nibbling at her lips or that her toes were visibly clenching inside her fancy shoes. And when Vinarys did finally inhale me, Kyriel rubbed her knees together in what must have been a desperate attempt to put out the inferno raging in her core.

I would have been hard pressed to last long with Vin throating me regardless, but watching Kyriel’s reaction made it downright impossible. My own inferno blazed out of control, and it took all my willpower not to grab the back of Vinarys’s skull, jam my entire manhood into her mouth, and pump a thick load straight down her throat. She needed to share, not swallow, which is why she pulled back when she felt my eruption building. She kept her mouth wide open, and she looked right up at me with her green eyes while she stuck out her tongue and stroked me hard…

“Oh!” I grunted as I burst, splattering the back of her open mouth so hard I painted her tonsils milky white. The next few spurts were so powerful she had to wrap her lips around me just to try and keep from losing a single drop of her precious sample. But her pretty mouth simply wasn’t large enough to hold it all, and by the time I was spent, two creamy rivers were sliding out from corners of her lips and dribbling down her chin.

“Faarea,” Kyriel gasped, her blue eyes wide in wonder as she watched her friend struggle to contain me.

Vin hadn’t struck me as the sharing type, at least not where male attention was concerned, but she didn’t waste any time before rising back to her feet. Her mouth was too full for her to smile up at me, but I could still see the appreciative glint in her eye as she beckoned Kyriel closer. The princess seemed hesitant at first, but Vinarys didn’t let doubt get the better of her friend. Cupping her hands around Kyriel’s cheeks, Vinarys pulled her in for a kiss. And the moment their mouths opened, I watched my dragon seed pass from one tongue to another.

The sight of them kissing was hot; the sight of them swapping my cum was like detonating a fireball in the center of the room. My cock would have instantly snapped back to attention even if this had been my tenth explosion of the day.

Kyriel’s vatari markings immediately flashed into existence, bathing the otherwise dim room in their bright blue glow. She seized up in response, and from the way she was whimpering into Vinarys’s mouth, it genuinely seemed like she was getting off on the sensation. Vin’s hand slid down Kyriel’s side to the open slit in her dress, and I had the distinct feeling that she would have lifted it out of the way and brought her fingers to her friend’s quim if I weren’t in the room with them.

Fuck.

If I had asked myself a week ago what was more likely to happen, becoming the first human dragon or watching Princess Kyriel climax from tasting my seed, both would have seemed equally ludicrous. Yet here I was, enjoying both of those realities at the same time.

I had no concept of how long they kissed, but the show could have easily entertained me for hours on end. Kyriel’s eyes stayed closed even after their lips parted, and Vinarys giggled as she gathered up the streams on her chin and fed them to the princess one by one.

“I think she likes it,” Vinarys snickered as she glanced over her shoulder and gave me a sultry look. “Can you tell?”

I could tell, in fact. Even Vin herself, who delighted in having me finish on her, didn’t literally get off on it. But Kyriel absolutely was. I never would have guessed that vatari tattoos could have such an effect.

When the princess’s eyes did finally flutter back open, they looked upon me with a combination of awe and hunger I had never seen before. I half expected her to order Vinarys to get back on her knees and draw more from the well, but Kyriel just continued looking at me, the tattoos on her right arm blazing so brightly they were almost painful to look at…

“Well, darling, we have our answer,” Vin said. “It would seem that you’re quite the match.”

Kyriel nodded. Her eyes turned even more intense, and when they flicked back down to my manhood, I wondered if she might do the unthinkable and go in for a taste herself. But then she blinked and finally seemed to snap out of the spell.

“I will, um, I will consult the library in the morning,” the princess stuttered, her normally rich, cultured voice sounding as unsteady as if she were inebriated. “And we’ll do whatever it takes to help you transform again.”

“Thank you, Your…Kyriel,” I corrected myself.

Her lips curled into the faintest smile, but then she grabbed Vinarys’s hand and backpedaled toward the door. It looked like the priestess wanted to protest, but Kyriel pulled her along too forcefully. The priestess had to sweep up her fallen towel on the way just to have something to wear outside.

And then I was alone.

Yes, I thought to myself again, I was definitely going to like being a dragon.


Interlude: The One
Kyriel


He’s the one.

Kyriel had never been more certain of anything in her life. Her pulse was still racing, her skin was still tingling, and her quim was still burning. She had been in her chambers for half an hour now, sitting naked at the side of the bathing pool and debating whether she should summon Liawen to help her…relax.

But she doubted it would work. No matter how skilled her quarnís was with her soft tongue and delicate fingers, she simply didn’t have the necessary equipment to extinguish the fire consuming her princess. What Kyriel wanted more than anything was to march back to Sol’s room, drop to her knees, and swallow his cock until he fired another load of his glorious dragon seed down her throat.

No, she scolded herself. You are the Dragon Princess of Lostrien, not a two drake whore at Zinshasa’s Embrace. Get a hold of yourself!

The self-flagellation had no effect. She couldn’t stop thinking about tasting him again, or about how badly she wanted to crawl beneath him. It had been one thing to listen to Vinarys tell stories about his strong arms and thick cock, but it had been quite another to actually watch her stroke his manhood and see the tremors in his body as he released inside her mouth…and another still to savor his steaming dragon seed as it slid down her own throat.

“Solterys save me,” Kyriel breathed. She couldn’t believe she was having these thoughts about any male, let alone a human. But her confusion didn’t stop her fingers from rubbing furiously over her quim or pinching at her breasts. The truth was that she had never been this hot in her life. She should have summoned cold water to the pool, but at this point she doubted that even the freezing falls outside Karthuil would have been able to extinguish this fire.

She needed to be with him. She wanted to be with him. But there were so many protocols that needed to be followed first…

And so many questions that still needed to be answered.

“Le’thos,” Kyriel swore. If the physical world couldn’t put out this fire, then maybe she needed to spend some time in the Pale. The demonic whispers couldn’t possibly be as dangerous as her own temptations…

What she really needed was something to occupy her mind. And fortunately, there might have been a way she could distract herself and be productive at the same time.

Bouncing back to her feet, Kyriel threw on her silver nightgown, retrieved a glowstone from the top of her wardrobe, and made her way back out into the hall. The Wyrmguard soldier seemed confused by her reappearance, but he obediently fell in behind her when she informed him that she planned to do some research in the palace library, then remained outside as she entered.

“I don’t spend as much time in here as I should,” Kyriel murmured as she glided through the first level. “Who knows, maybe there’s a book in here that could tell me what you really are.”

Duatha appeared next to her, his tail slowly swishing as he took in the library with his spectral green eyes. He didn’t seem particularly impressed.

“Are there demons in here on your side of the Veil?” she asked. “I wonder what books they like? Actually, no I don’t—I bet they’re infesting the drow ‘romance’ section right now, aren’t they?”

He didn’t respond, but she chuckled anyway as she looked upward. Unlike most of the other spacious areas in the Azureheart palace, the library was a modest square chamber…but it was also stacked four levels high. A single twisting wooden staircase provided access to the upper levels, though there was also an arcane lift at the center. Once the runes were activated, it could levitate a rider to any level they desired.

She consulted the reference sheet near the stairs, then walked up to the third level. Countless volumes had been written about every aspect of dragonkind in the ten millennia history of the Empire, including thousands of volumes about theories of draconic transformation. But thankfully, the reference crystals the Archivists had created—a truly astonishing piece of artifice if there ever was one—could help her search for information without pouring through literally every book. If she limited her field of query to theories about adult transformations, it would make the search far more manageable.

The third level contained information on all manner of other topics too, including military history. Kyriel had probably spent more time there than anywhere else, particularly on the tales of the Empire’s ancient battles against the Tirzak. She’d been obsessed with them for a while now, and she had studied the records of the Blackwood Vale and the Garothi Peaks quite thoroughly while she had been trying to prove that the mantis men were a threat. Though frankly, the fiefdom’s recent history wasn’t particularly interesting—it had been safe and stable for hundreds of years before House Bastrel’s betrayal.

Things were obviously different now, of course, since the Tirzak had apparently decided to build another clutch and begin breeding en masse. While the smaller houses in the fiefdom were supposed to remain vigilant for such threats, the reality was that nothing could replace a dragon. Lord Bastrel had been many things, few of them good, but he had maintained order. The history of his region spoke for itself.

And yet his once proud legacy had been extinguished with remarkable haste. His only known heir had been hanged for his crimes, as had the members of his harem who had chosen to pick up arms and fight on their treacherous husband’s behalf. Kyriel wouldn’t have been surprised if the rest of his wives had met a morbid end while trying to escape into the Peaks and cross into the Abethaal, perhaps even at the hands of the Tirzak.

A powerful family with countless achievements cast into the ashes of history because of one man’s mistake, Kyriel thought to herself. And if we aren’t careful, the same thing could happen to House Valostri.

She grimaced at the thought, then pressed on to the books she’d come in here for. As concerned as she was about the mantis warriors, at least the other houses seemed like they were finally going to take the threat seriously. And that meant it was time for her to focus on the one thing that mattered: getting Sol to transform so he could finally prove that he was a worthy consort.

“You’re going to be bored in here,” she said as Duatha sauntered along behind her. “I won’t blame you if you go back home.”

The spectral panther moved beneath the wide reading table near the section on draconic transformations, then curled into a ball and rested his head on his paws. Snickering, Kyriel touched the reference crystal atop the wide reading table near the appropriate shelves. A soft white light appeared within the stone, and it cast an illusory projection over the table listing all the titles, topics, and authors in this part of the library. There was a physical copy of the same list rolled up behind the archival desk on the first floor, but this version was much more useful.

“Reference archive 3-0-6,” a soft but deep male voice emerged from the crystal. “How may I be of assistance?”

“I’m looking for information about Wyrm Lords who didn’t have their first transformation until they were full-grown adults,” Kyriel said. “Any suggestions?”

The projection shifted, and several hundred of the books disappeared. Over a dozen still remained, though, far too many for her to actually read.

“Of these, how many write about experiences of Wyrm Lords whose first transformation took place during battle?” she asked.

The list narrowed again, leaving only three behind.

“Perfect,” Kyriel said, smiling. “It’s time to get to work.”


3
Skirmish


The arcane construct attacked with both of its long blades, forcing me to retreat lest I get a face full of sharp steel. Its strikes were quick and accurate, but also cumbersome and predictable. The construct weighed twice as much as I did, after all, and while it did its best to replicate the fighting techniques of the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers, it couldn’t truly adapt to a thinking opponent or improvise when it needed to.

Which was precisely why I was able to lure it forward, then wait for the opportunity to roll beneath its defenses and drive the tip of my blade into its stone torso. The runes inscribed on the “vital” sections of its body flashed, indicating that I had scored a mortal blow, at which point the construct lowered its swords and waited for new orders.

“I bet there are plenty of Wyrmguards who wouldn’t believe that a human could defeat a training construct,” Vinarys commented from the side of the practice ring. “We should have invited some of them to watch. Or maybe we could schedule another fight in the Parthanex.”

I snorted and stepped away. Despite its limitations, the construct was a truly remarkable creation. I had no idea how the sorcerers in Gûl Norigaad could even build such a thing, but Avetharri artificers had been working miracles for many thousands of years. I would have loved to have a tool like this for training new Aetherblades, but the dustborn soldiers of the Legion weren’t afforded such luxuries. The constructs were apparently quite expensive to build, especially with raw vatari crystals becoming harder to come by nowadays.

“I doubt that would draw much of a crowd,” I said, taking a moment to catch my breath. “At least, not if we were using training blades.”

“The people do love to see blood,” Vinarys admitted.

I looked down at the sword in my hands. It was a fine blade, easily as sharp and well-balanced as my own, but the enchantment in the steel kept it from inflicting true wounds on its target. The Legion didn’t get anything this fancy, either. We had to make due with blunted arrows and wooden weapons.

“Speaking of blood, do you feel anything?” Vinarys asked. “Like maybe a sudden urge to grow scales, breathe fire, and mount me from behind?”

“Only one of the three right now,” I lamented.

She snickered as she moved over and slid her arms around my waist from behind. “Dare I guess which?”

I snorted. She was the one who’d suggested we try sparring today, though only after I’d bent her over the breakfast table and glazed her ass. I hadn’t expected that to be enough for her, since we’d spent all night apart.

“I’ve been fighting and training since I was a boy,” I said, ignoring the comment.” I don’t think a few more swings of a training sword are going to turn me into a dragon.”

“Perhaps not, but it was worth a try.”

She planted a kiss on my bare back, then traced her fingers along my muscles. Grinning, I closed my eyes and enjoyed the sensation. She was the one who had suggested I fight topless, ostensibly so I wouldn’t damage whatever I was wearing if I spontaneously transformed into a Wyrmidon again. But I was starting to suspect that the real reason for her suggestion was just so she could fawn over me like this whenever she wanted. I had never met another woman who was so…handsy.

The suggestion to come down here and fight in the first place had apparently come from the princess herself. According to Vinarys, Kyriel had spent much of the night in the library, and she’d found numerous other incidents of intense battles triggering a transformation. I saw no harm in trying it out.

“Maybe the problem is that you need a better weapon,” Vinarys suggested. “Like a nice moonsilver blade straight from the royal forge.”

I frowned and glanced back over my shoulder. “What difference would that make?”

“Because men get as hard looking at a fancy new blade as they do leering at a nice pair of tits. It’s just the way you’re built, darling.”

I rolled my eyes. “The actual problem is that it’s not dangerous enough,” I said, tapping the idle construct’s training blade with my own. “The rush of battle isn’t as intense when you know you can’t get hurt.”

“Perhaps, but I’d rather not see you get decapitated until you’ve given us four or five children each. We might finally be bored of you by then.”

“Good to know,” I muttered.

She giggled, then planted another kiss on my back before shuffling around to look at me face-to-face. Her crimson Vaz Gorati robe had been cleaned overnight, though as usual she’d left the front open enough to give me a pleasant view of her cleavage.

“What if the problem is that we aren’t combining things correctly?” Vinarys asked.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, we could have you fight something while I suck that magnificent cock of yours,” she suggested. “Or better yet, you could bend me over the armor rack while you spar with the construct.”

“How would that make things more dangerous?”

“Are you kidding? If you’re trying to fight that thing off, you might be too distracted to pull out in time. Getting me pregnant before the princess is the surest way to get us both in trouble.”

I groaned, then laughed. I knew she wasn’t serious, but she also wasn’t not serious. Such was the eternal paradox of Vinarys, it seemed.

“Something to try if we get really desperate,” I said.

“I’m pretty desperate right now,” she replied huskily as she took my free hand and placed it on her belly. “I’ve no doubt that the winner of the Midsummer Games is strong and skilled enough to fight and fuck at the same time.”

“Maybe,” I said, leaning down to give her a quick kiss. “But what about the tutors you mentioned before? The ones in Gûl Norigaad?”

“Trust me, none of them will look as good on their knees as I do.”

I gave her an impatient look. There were times when I wished I had some way of forcing her to be serious and pay attention. Distantly, I wondered how often the princess felt the same way.

“I spoke to them early this morning,” Vinarys said with a resigned sigh. “They still have some concerns about interacting with you directly. The Grand Magister and his sorcerers are supposed to be politically neutral, so they don’t want to be seen as picking sides.”

“How nice for them,” I muttered. “I hope you explained to them what’s at stake…and how it’s best for everyone if we figure this out as soon as possible.”

“I did, and I convinced a few of them to come by later this afternoon. I’m not sure if they’ll be able to help, but we’ll just have to wait and see.”

“Maybe what you need is a more competent opponent.”

Vinarys and I both turned to look at the new speaker as she strode into the training room.

“Your Highness,” I said, surprised by her unexpected arrival. I started to take a knee, but she waved a dismissive hand at me.

“I told you to stop calling me that if we aren’t in public,” Kyriel said. “You don’t have to kneel, either.”

I stopped myself mid crouch, then bowed my head instead. Vin had told me that the princess was occupied in the library, so I had assumed we wouldn’t see her for a while yet. She had put up her golden hair and changed back into the leather armor she’d been wearing during our fight with the Tirzak. Even though the outfit was far less revealing than the elegant blue dress she’d been wearing last night, I still found myself bewitched by her beauty once again. Part of that was due to how the leather hugged her curves so tightly, but if I was being honest, most of it was simply the way the cropped cuirass exposed her belly. Her athletic midriff was so perfect I had trouble looking at anything else.

“I thought you were doing more research,” Vinarys said.

“I was, but there’s nothing else to find,” Kyriel told her. “The best thing we can do is keep the blood pumping. I don’t think fighting constructs is going to work, though. It needs to be real.”

“Then we should get some soldiers in here. Or maybe head to the Parthanex and see if they have any beasts ready.”

“That’s another option. But I’m here now, and I’d like to see what happens.”

I blinked in surprise, and when I glanced at Vinarys, she looked as shocked as I was.

“You can’t be serious, darling,” Vin said. “Sol is twice your size. Probably more.”

“And I’m twice as quick,” Kyriel replied defiantly. “Probably more.”

I held my tongue, unsure of how to properly respond. On the one hand, I knew better than to underestimate an opponent. I’d had my fair share of humbling experiences when I’d first joined the Legion, and just because a fighter was smaller and weaker didn’t necessarily mean you were assured a victory.

On the other hand, I had eight inches of height and well over a hundred pounds of weight on her. Even if she were the greatest Blade Dancer in the Empire, this wouldn’t be a fair fight. And besides, the last thing I wanted to do here was hurt the Dragon Princess…

“I’m better with a bow,” Kyriel said as she walked over to the weapon rack to retrieve one of the slender dueling blades. “But I’ve been training with the sword nearly as long. You won’t find me easy prey.”

“I’m sure I wouldn’t,” I replied cautiously. “But I’m still not sure this is a good idea.”

“Maybe not, but it’s my mistake to make.” She gave me a sly grin as she twirled the blade in front of her. “I’m not a fool, though. I realize I’d stand even less of a chance against you than an orc berserker. But don’t worry, I have a few tricks up my sleeve.”

She stretched a hand out to Vinarys. The priestess hesitated, clearly still reluctant to enable this, but she eventually sighed and moved closer. I felt a subtle tug in the Aether, and the princess’s markings began to blaze a bright blue the moment Vinarys touched her arm.

“Well, he did say that he wanted a stronger opponent,” Vin said, the intense blue glow of the markings reflecting in her eyes. “This should certainly do the trick.”

“What I actually said is that I doubt fighting alone will trigger a reaction,” I corrected. “Especially if we’re using training weapons and there’s no real danger.”

“Oh, but there is a danger, darling. Imagine the grievous wound that will be inflicted upon your male ego if a delicate female puts you on your back?”

I snorted. I would have been lying if I’d claimed there wasn’t some truth to what she was saying. No warrior liked to lose, and losing to someone half your size was even more humiliating. But mostly, I just didn’t want to hurt her…

“Ready?” Kyriel asked, gesturing for Vinarys to retreat to the side of the battle ring.

I nodded and readied my weapon. “Ready.”

Kyriel lifted her blade in a proper fencing salute. I did the same, then shifted to a two-handed grip and adopted a defensive posture to wait for her to make the first strike. It didn’t take long—she came at me with an aggressive thrust that was both quicker and more precise than I’d expected. I barely managed to parry in time, and she capitalized on my sluggish response by pressing her attack.

She was good. Very good, in fact, especially for her age and lack of experience. As our dance began in earnest, it quickly became clear that she had both excellent footwork and solid intuition about the flow of battle, not to mention the benefit of the supreme elven agility I’d only seen in elite highborn warriors. Some of that was due to the power of her tattoos, but I suspected that most was a result of her natural athleticism combined with years of hard work. While she may have lacked the decades upon decades of training like some other elves, all the other pieces were in place to make this girl a skilled warrior.

But she wasn’t there yet. I continued fighting defensively, meeting her lunges and sweeps wherever they came. Because while her tattoos may have given her speed and strength a boost, I still had the advantage in both reach and experience. I’d sparred with enough elves to have seen every trick in her toolkit, so they weren’t difficult for me to counter.

Kyriel scowled at me after I parried away her dozenth attempt to slip beneath my defenses. “You’re holding back!”

“I’m evaluating my opponent,” I countered, keeping myself ready in case she attacked again. “There’s a difference.”

“I will not be toyed with!” she growled. “If we’re going to fight, then fight!”

She came at me again, striking low and quick. As I sidestepped the attack, I decided that she was right. I wasn’t trying to antagonize her, but I could see why she felt that way. And as a warrior myself, I would much rather be defeated than patronized.

And so the next time she came at me, I parried her strike, rolled inside her guard, and grabbed her sword arm. She tried to wriggle away, but I held her firmly in place.

“What kind of move is this?” she snapped.

“An effective one,” I said.

Kyriel struggled, but even her tattoos couldn’t completely make up the difference in raw strength between us. I could hold her in place all day if I wanted to.

“This is hardly fair!” she protested.

“Battle rarely is,” I replied. “Besides, I thought you said you wanted to fight. Well, show me what you’ve got.”

One of the many lessons I’d learned serving in the Legion was that you could learn a great deal about a person’s character in a fight, particularly one where the odds were stacked against them. Even in a relatively easy battle, you could still see how someone responded to stress and adversity, but it was even more illuminating to see how they behaved when they were likely to lose. Were they whiners who complained about the world, or were they fighters who would kick and scream and scrap until the bitter end?

By default, I assumed that a crown princess who’d wanted for nothing would be the former. But as with so many other things about her, Kyriel defied expectations. After repeatedly trying and failing to wrench her sword out of my grip with brute force, she tried to elbow me in the gut instead. When that also failed to produce the desired results, she got even more creative. The air around us started to hiss, and I felt a strange chill prickle my skin…

And then she disappeared. I looked around, my hand still clutching her blade, but the only other person in the room was Vinarys…and she was snickering in amusement at the edge of the ring.

“Where did…?” I trailed off when I noticed that one of the training spears was missing from the weapon rack. A heartbeat later, I felt a puff of air behind me—

And I whirled around just in time to deflect the spear that had been aiming for my back. Kyriel was there again, having materialized out of literally nowhere. But unlike before, a few of the runic whorls on her arm were now glowing green instead of blue.

She tried to impale me again, but I hopped out of the way as I tossed her old sword aside. I shifted back to a two-handed grip on my blade, and I couldn’t help but grin when my eyes met hers. I had learned something about her already—she was the type who adapted to the problem in front of her, not the type who complained about it. And she’d compensated for my superior fighting skills in the smartest way possible, too. She hadn’t merely slipped out of my grip; she had also armed herself with the only weapon in the room that would neutralize my natural advantage in reach.

Clever girl.

Kyriel continued with her aggressive assault, and this time I had to work much harder to keep her at bay. It wasn’t just the reach of the spear, either—she also seemed stronger than before, as if her Pale-corrupted tattoos were enhancing her even more than normal. It was damn impressive, and if she’d had a little more training with the weapon, she probably would have been able to beat me.

But her inexperience eventually got the better of her. She overextended in the hopes of finally scoring a hit, and I twisted away, slapped my blade down against her spear, and knocked it out of her hands.

Kyriel still didn’t give up, however. Before I could bring my blade to her throat, she managed to acrobatically twist her legs behind mine, kick the back of my knee, and send us both tumbling to the floor in a heap.

My breath wheezed out of my lungs as I landed hard on my back, and I assumed that our little skirmish was over once we both dropped our weapons. But Kyriel kept fighting to gain the advantage even while we were on the floor. She swung a leg over my waist, effectively pinning me down, then tried to push her forearm against my throat. But I caught her arm first, then twisted it out of the way and brought my other hand to her throat.

“Nice moves,” I said, squeezing gently. “But I don’t think this is a position you want to be in.”

“I could say the same about you,” Kyriel replied, and I suddenly felt the pressure of her knee against my groin.

I snorted. “Good point.”

Had this been a real fight, it would have been incredibly foolish of her to get into a grapple with a stronger and larger opponent. She should have squirmed away and tried to reset the fight so she could take advantage of her speed and agility again.

Still, I couldn’t help but be impressed by her determination. She wasn’t a whiner or a quitter regardless of the odds.

“Gods, I’m so hot right now,” Vinarys said from behind us. “Keep fighting!”

Kyriel glanced up at her friend as if belatedly remembering she was still in the room, then groaned and rolled off of me.

“Don’t you have anything better to do?” she asked. “Or somewhere else to be?”

“Your mother wants me to help him transform,” Vin said. “I’m trying to provide proper encouragement!”

The princess scoffed as I leaned up into a crouch next to her. We both sat there on the floor for a few seconds panting for breath, and I watched in fascination as the green glow of her markings gradually began to fade back into blue. Back in the mountains, Kyriel had needed Vinarys’s help to cleanse the tattoos, but she had also been shooting her bow and using a lot more shadow magic. The markings must have had a limit.

“Clever trick you had there,” I commented. “And switching to a spear was a smart move.”

“Not smart enough,” Kyriel muttered. “What blade form were you using there? Mengalaad?”

I nodded, impressed that she’d noticed. “More or less.”

“I didn’t realize that Legion soldiers were taught the Pure Forms.”

“We aren’t, as a general rule. Avetharri instructors don’t generally think we’re worth the effort—too much time and training for men who can only fight for a decade or two.”

I paused, debating if it was wise to insult her mother’s instructors. But she seemed genuinely interested, so I continued.

“There are a few who’ve made an exception over the years,” I added. “If the Aetherblades are ever going to evolve into an elite unit, we’re going to need more advanced training than rank-and-file legionaries.”

Kyriel looked me up and down. “Some of your movements didn’t match Mengalaad—too aggressive.”

I smiled faintly, impressed that she’d noticed. “Yeah, well, part of fighting is learning to emphasize your strengths and minimize your weaknesses. Mengalaad offers the best defense against spears and polearms in general, but I find traditional Elvish forms to be a little…limiting.”

“Really?” she asked, looking amused. “The techniques have been honed and refined for ten thousand years. You think you know better?”

“I think they’ve been honed and refined for elven bodies, not human ones,” I told her. “I learned quite a few new moves while fighting in the arena this season, especially from the orcs who live in Oro Kuun.”

Kyriel’s eyes shot wide. “Orcs? Are you serious?”

“They’re better at exploiting advantages in size and strength,” I said with a shrug. “It’s important to keep an open mind.”

“I didn’t even realize they had fighting techniques,” she replied, shaking her head. “Aside from running in and hacking apart everything in front of them, anyway.”

I chuckled. “Varellon is a big place filled with interesting people. In my experience, elves just don’t care enough to learn about them.”

I expected her to be offended at the comment, at least a little. But instead, she continued studying me for a few more seconds before she abruptly hopped back to her feet.

“Will you teach me?” she asked, extending a hand to help me up. Thanks to the power of her markings, she had a surprisingly strong grip.

“Teach you what?” I asked.

“The new moves you’ve learned to modify the Mengalaad.”

I raised an eyebrow as I looked down at her. “I could, but…”

“But what?”

“It’s probably not the best form for you,” I said. “You’re quick and agile. With two blades, the Lin’Faleel would be—”

“I wasn’t planning on using it myself,” Kyriel interrupted. “I just want to know how to beat it.”

I smiled. She did the same.

“Then sure,” I said. “I’ll show you everything those orcs taught me.”


4
Summer Heat


I didn’t grow a single scale during my multi-hour sparring session with Kyriel, nor did my dragon blood ever feel like it was about to ignite. Frankly, I barely had time to even think about transforming. Kyriel was the type of student who demanded an instructor’s full attention—not because she was slow, but because she was so meticulous. Every movement, every step, every decision….she wanted to learn and understand everything I did, and I was happy to teach her.

Vinarys got bored quickly when we started practicing instead of fighting, so we ended up alone for several hours when the priestess returned to the palace chapel. Time flew by, to the point that Kyriel and I missed lunch altogether. We didn’t stop until we were both exhausted, and by then it was late afternoon.

The experience revealed two more important things about the Dragon Princess. The first was that she’d had even less official training than I’d originally thought. Her parents had clearly pushed her in the direction of music and politics, so she’d had to work extra hard to make time to pursue physical activities like archery and fencing. Frankly, the fact that she was able to spar so competently was another testament to her natural talent.

The second thing I learned was that even after spending five hours in the same room with her, I remained as awestruck as ever by her natural beauty. Watching her move was a pure delight, whether it was dodging, thrusting, rolling, or just standing there talking. Her grace, her poise, the way the sweat glistened on her cleavage and trickled down that taut belly of hers…

For her part, Kyriel didn’t seem to mind the fact that I spent the entire workout shirtless, either. While she never commented on it directly, I caught her giving me plenty of admiring looks when she didn’t think I was watching.

Once we finally went our separate ways, I headed back to my quarters to take a much needed bath in the pool. Liawen brought me dinner not long afterward, and I enjoyed a quiet meal with her before Vinarys returned with several experienced magisters from Gûl Norigaad.

I hadn’t known what to expect from them when Vin had mentioned that she intended to seek their help. I may have been an Aetherblade, but it wasn’t as if I’d spent any time among Lostrien’s magical elite. My trainers had been relative novices by elven standards, having only studied spellcraft for a few dozen years. These men were legitimate masters who had been channeling for the Aether since the time of my great, great, great grandparents.

They ended up being pleasant enough, albeit impolite, since they spoke in an Avetharri dialect I couldn’t understand well over half the time. They discussed several theories and tried out a handful of new spells, but none of them triggered a transformation. After speaking amongst themselves for a while, they tried a few more spells, consulted with Vinarys about the nature of the magic she had tried, then returned to the tower to perform more research.

The whole thing only took an hour, and I was reminded how frustrating it could be to work with elves, especially those who rarely interacted with dustborn. Despite the fact that the Sovereign had surely informed them that haste was paramount, most elves simply weren’t accustomed to thinking in terms of hours and days. When there was plenty of time to do something, it became all the more likely it would never get done.

Still, at least we hadn’t heard about any further conflicts between the Great Houses yet. And if the Sovereign was right, it would be a while longer before the joint scouting mission was likely to produce any results. I still had a chance to figure out how to grow scales again before the conflict with the scions came to a head.

After the magisters left, I assumed that Vinarys would stay behind to continue trying to help me with the transformation, presumably by stripping off her robe, getting on the bed, and begging me to pound her into the sheets all night. But to my surprise, she left with them. Not by choice, apparently, but because the princess had requested her presence elsewhere.

It was disappointing, to say the least. I had always preferred having a bed to myself, but it sure hadn’t taken me long to get used to sharing one with a beautiful woman. This would be the second night in a row where I’d been left on my own. My only consolation was the knowledge that Vin would probably be suffering more than I would. It made me wonder what Kyriel had her doing…

Rather than dwell on it, I decided to sit down at the large desk near the bed and pen a quick letter to my unit in the Legion. I didn’t include all the details, naturally, but I figured I might as well let them know that I was doing well…and that I wasn’t likely to be back to Tari Barad anytime soon.

After that, I laid down and decided to catch up on sleep. The ridiculously large bed was still the most comfortable I’d ever been in, with or without a woman’s legs wrapped around me, and I fell asleep so quickly that my body must have needed the rest.

It wasn’t until hours later, after I’d rolled over in the huge bed, that I realized I might not be alone after all.

My eyes flicked open, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood upright. I hadn’t actually heard or seen anything, but I swore I could feel a presence nearby—a presence that was slowly but deliberately creeping up on me. I was currently lying on my right side, which meant I was facing away from the door and most of the rest of the bedroom, though it was so dark I wouldn’t have been able to see anything regardless.

Holding my breath, I tried to listen for anything unusual, but the only thing I heard was the wind rustling the banners on the balcony outside. The glass door was locked like the main entrance, and Wyrmguard soldiers should have been watching both from a distance in case anyone tried to get in. But Sovereign Alessara had warned me that I was in danger, not just because the Great Houses didn’t wish me to become consort, but because the Empire itself wouldn’t want to acknowledge the existence of a human dragon. Had someone finally decided to try and make the annoying human disappear, or was I imagining this whole thing?

Either way, I wouldn’t be able to fall back asleep until I had an answer, so I reached out to the Aether and wrapped myself in a protective barrier of energy just in case. I rolled over onto my left side, bracing myself and preparing to dive off the bed if I spotted anything moving in the shadows…

But my visitor wasn’t lurking in the darkness. He was sitting right there next to my bed, his green spectral eyes blazing yet somehow casting almost no light at the same time.

“What the—?”

I bolted upright at the sight of the spectral panther, half expecting the creature to dive onto the bed and attempt to maul me. But Duatha merely looked at me curiously, as if he were one of the palace mousers waiting for a treat.

“Escar’s mercy, what in the bloody void are you doing here?” I asked.

The cat remained still, though his tail began swishing softly behind him. I felt an unnatural chill around him, as if he were a block of ice rather than a living creature, and I wondered if that was common with all demons of the Pale. Kyriel may have called him a harmless spirit, but I had never heard of such a thing. The shadow realm was anything but harmless…

Nevertheless, I forced myself to take a deep breath and stay calm. If the panther was planning to attack me, he didn’t seem to be in any hurry. My warrior instincts were screaming at me to go and fetch my sword from the equipment rack, but I doubted that a steel blade would be of any use against a spirit. Magic was likely my only defense.

I was just about to conjure an arcane spark to my palm when the panther turned its head and looked out at the balcony. I frowned, following its gaze…and spotted the outline of a feminine figure in a thin nightgown leaning against the railing. She appeared to be looking at the courtyard, though it was so dark I couldn’t tell for sure. Elves had much better vision at nighttime than humans; moonlight was usually more than enough for them to function.

“Princess Kyriel,” I whispered. “She wants to speak with me?”

The panther gave me a strange look, as if he couldn’t believe how dense I was being, before he skulked off toward the balcony and dissipated into the shadows.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” I muttered.

Swinging my legs off the bed, I reached for one of the fancy night robes the tailors had spun for me. I threw it on, then unlocked the balcony door and stepped outside. Princess Kyriel was still leaning over the railing and peering into the courtyard, but she turned when she heard the click of the door opening.

“Your Highness,” I greeted her.

“And here I thought you were making progress in not calling me that,” Kyriel said with a smirk.

I chuckled softly, then latched the door behind me. I reached for one of the glowstone sconces afterward, hoping to give us a bit more light on the balcony, but the princess waved me off.

“It’s best if we leave it dark,” she said. “No need to call more attention to this…conversation.”

“Of course,” I replied with an understanding nod. I had no idea who would be watching us besides the Wyrmguard sentries at this hour, but given how concerned her mother had been about the house scions seeing us together, it was probably better to be cautious.

“I hope that Duatha didn’t startle you,” Kyriel said. “But I didn’t want to make a scene in the hallway, and I thought it would be rude for me to break into your room.”

“Well, it is your palace,” I reminded her, stepping a bit closer so I could see her better. “Seems to me that you can enter any room you want.”

She smiled thinly. “You’re a Wyrm Lord now. You deserve a sanctuary of your own.”

“Even if I don’t transform again?”

“You will. I’m certain of it.”

A gust of wind whipped through the balcony, rustling my robe along with her nightgown and golden hair. Lostrien was one of the coldest provinces in the Empire, so the wind was quite chilly even now in the heart of summer. I was glad I’d thrown something on after all.

As for Kyriel, her outfit was similar to the one she had worn last night—Valostri women all seemed to have a vast selection of blue finery—but the gown was definitely thinner and more delicate than her dresses. I could easily see the outline of her feminine curves through the diaphanous fabric, and the high slits running up both sides showed off most of her long legs.

“I, um, I thought you’d want to know that we received the first scouting report from the mountains,” she said. “The riders located the scene of our battle, but they have yet to find any more Tirzak.”

I frowned. “I hope they aren’t giving up that quickly.”

“They aren’t, at least not for a few more days. After that, I’m honestly not sure what will happen. We didn’t stop the reckoning, we only delayed it.”

“I imagine the scions would be furious if they saw us together like this,” I said, casting a glance back at the glowstone sconce I hadn’t ignited. “Whether it’s dark or not, I’m surprised you’re here.”

Another gust of wind caught her hair and blew, but she promptly tucked it back behind her ear. “After last night…well, after everything…I think it’s time for us to move forward.”

An excited tingle rippled through me. “What does that mean, exactly?”

“It means that if you can transform again, things will get a lot easier. But even if that doesn’t happen…” Kyriel trailed off for a moment, then smiled. “Dragons belong together.”

The tingle inside me transformed into a full-blown shudder. Did she mean…?

“Assuming you’re interested, that is,” Kyriel added quietly. “Everything has happened so fast, I know it’s all very…confusing.”

“For both of us,” I said, taking another step closer. Looking at the silhouette of her perfect body, my skin turned so hot I stopped noticing the cold air altogether. “But yes, I’m interested. Very interested.”

The moonlight glinted off her cerulean eyes, making them seem like they were glowing. And as another gust of wind caught her long golden hair, I was reminded of the thought that had popped into my mind when I saw her for the first time. Kyriel wasn’t the type of woman that men fought over; she was the type of woman that men would be willing to destroy Empires for. And now here she was asking me—a meager human—to become her consort.

“You might not wish to answer so quickly,” she said, brushing back another lock of hair. “Dragon consorts have many responsibilities. And the bonding process requires a variety of elaborate rituals.”

“After the Tasting, I doubt that any ritual could surprise me.”

“You say that now, but wait until you have to endure the Ceremonial Gelding.”

I blinked. “The what?”

“To prove your loyalty. But don’t worry, Vinarys can reattach them…eventually.”

My jaw dropped open. Kyriel managed to keep her face straight for a whole ten seconds before she snickered.

“I’m kidding,” she said, her eyes sparkling. “Mostly.”

“Mostly?”

Snickering, Kyriel touched my arm and gently nudged me to stand sideways.

“We Valostri women used to brand our consorts,” she said. “A magical rune right on the back that would linger even when the male transformed into a dragon.”

“That sounds…painful.”

“No less than the brands that dragon wives receive in most other provinces. Their stomachs are marked with the house symbol of their Wyrm Lord as a sign that their bodies and their wombs belong to him.”

“I see,” I murmured, remembering some of the paintings I had seen over the years of women with tattooed navels fighting on the back of dragons. It hadn’t occurred to me that such markings were a sign of ownership.

“Thankfully, many Lostrien traditions are quite different from those in other provinces,” Kyriel said. “We haven’t branded our males for some time. Though since you are a Wyrm Lord yourself, you will be expected to assemble, maintain, and protect a breeding harem of your own.”

I pushed my tongue into the back of my teeth. Vinarys had told me that dragons maintained vast harems in an effort to sire as many wyrmlings as possible, but the concept still hadn’t fully sunk in.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“Exactly what it sounds like. With the Blood Drought depriving the Empire of dragons, you will be expected to spread your seed to as many highborn women as possible.” Kyriel paused for a moment. “Though since you’re human, the Great Houses may not be as willing to allow their daughters to join your harem. Even the smaller houses might be reticent, it’s difficult to say.”

Especially if there’s a war, I thought darkly. “How large is this harem supposed to be?”

“It varies greatly. Much will depend on your virility.”

I nodded, too stunned to respond. It wasn’t as if I didn’t understand the concept—the Empire needed dragons, so having male Wyrm Lord sire as many heirs as possible made a degree of sense. But it was one thing to hear the words and another to imagine what they meant. Was I really going to be expected to have a different elven noblewoman beneath me every night?

Seeing my stunned reaction, Kyriel smiled and tapped my chest with her finger. “Don’t get too excited. You won’t be granted a harem for a while yet, not until after I’ve given birth to a healthy child.”

“Vinarys mentioned that as well,” I managed, my head spinning in disbelief.

“In reality, current circumstances demand that everything in this process will likely need to be accelerated,” Kyriel said. “And regardless, the first step on that path is getting you a proper concubine.”

“Liawen?” I asked.

“Yes. She’s quite eager to begin her work.”

I thought about the cute faeyn girl and how much I had enjoyed her company during meals these past several days. At first, I hadn’t been completely convinced that she was acting of her own accord, but those concerns had faded quickly the more time we’d spent with one another.

“She will teach you everything you need to know,” Kyriel said. “Including detailed lessons on courtly protocol.”

“And about satisfying you,” I added. “At least, that’s what Vinarys told me.”

“Erm, yes, that is a part of it,” Kyriel replied as she glanced away and ran her fingers through her hair again. Despite the darkness, I could still see the brief flash of pink on her cheek. “Though Vin insists you don’t require much assistance in that regard.”

“More practice is never a bad thing,” I said. “If I’ve learned anything since being invited to the palace, it’s that following protocol is very important to your people.”

“Mm,” Kyriel murmured, clearing her throat. “Lia will begin training you tomorrow morning, so it’s imperative that you get a good night’s sleep.”

“What about your training?” I asked.

She frowned, and her eyes finally returned to mine. “I am the Dragon Princess. It is the duty of my consort to please me, not—”

“I mean with swords,” I interrupted. “You said there was still a great deal you wished to learn.”

Kyriel’s eyes flashed, and I caught another streak of embarrassment in her cheeks. “Oh. I see.”

“We made a lot of progress this afternoon. I had a good time, and…well, you’re a quick learner.”

It took a few heartbeats, but she smiled again. “And you are a good teacher. The palace is filled with instructors, but they’ve been hesitant to show me how to handle a blade or a spear.”

“It’s their loss. Besides, I’ve read stories about the old days when dragons were common and male and female Wyrm Lords learned to fight alongside one another. If the Tirzak threat is as dire as you think, then it seems like there’s a good chance we’ll end up on the battlefield again.”

“You could be right,” Kyriel said. “I think we could complement each other quite well even if you don’t grow scales.”

“I agree.”

I smiled down at her, belatedly realizing she had crept a few inches closer to me. Despite the fact that she was several inches taller than Vinarys, the fact that she was currently barefoot meant she was an entire head shorter than I was.

“Maybe you could teach me archery sometime,” I suggested. “I’ve never had much of a knack for it.”

Kyriel chuckled. “Your powers seem far better suited for infantry. Your build, too. The only reason I can fight back at all is because I cheat.”

I looked at her toned but still slender right arm. “Those tattoos are quite remarkable. It’s almost a pity they’re hidden so often.”

“I think so too, sometimes,” she replied, holding up her right arm. “But it’s probably for the best when you need to wear so many sleeveless dresses.”

On impulse, I reached up and hovered my hand over her wrist. “May I?”

Kyriel eyed me curiously. “Of course.”

I placed my finger on her skin, then began to gently trace along the pattern of her tattoos as I remembered them. At the same time, I reached out to the Aether and summoned the fainest spark of its power to my fingertips.

The princess inhaled sharply, and her eyelids fluttered as the vatari dust in the markings fed upon my magic and came to life. The soft blue glow of the tattoos lit up both of her faces in the otherwise dim light.

“Sorry,” I whispered. “You told me it was best to keep it dark.”

“That’s all right,” Kyriel breathed. “It feels good.”

“As good as last night?”

This time, she didn’t blush or look away. “No. I’ve never felt anything like that before.”

“I’m glad I could be of service,” I said, smiling as my fingers drifted past her elbow and across the markings on her bicep. “If Vin were here, you could ask her to get you another sample.”

“You’ve no idea how tempting that is,” Kyriel whispered.

“I’m sure we could find a way to summon her.” My fingers stopped on the last tattoo near her shoulder, and I channeled more magic through them as they began sliding their way back down. “Maybe send Duatha to fetch her?”

She visibly swallowed. “Or get it myself.”

A tingle of excitement shuddered through me. “But I thought you couldn’t—?”

Kyriel leaned up and kissed me. Her arms were wrapped around my neck in a heartbeat, and I eagerly opened my mouth to greet her. Her breath hitched when our tongues met, making me wonder if my saliva would be as potent to her as my seed. Considering how quickly and intensely her tattoos brightened, the answer seemed to be yes.

She moaned in contentment as she melted into me. My hands drifted down her sides all the way to the slits in the side of her gown, then slipped inside. I gently skirted my fingers across the soft, delectable flesh of her outer thighs, giving her every chance to pull away or redirect my attention elsewhere. But when it only made her kiss me harder, I got a firm grip and hoisted her up into my arms.

Kyriel gasped but didn’t break our embrace; our bodies only grew closer when she locked her ankles behind me and her legs squeezed around my waist. I had been hard and ready practically from the moment I had stepped out onto the balcony with her, but now that I could feel the intense heat of her core pressed against me, I was on the verge of bursting through my robe.

I desperately wanted to carry her inside and kiss every inch of her perfect body. Her lips, her tits, her royal dragon cunt.

But more than anything, I wanted to be inside her. I wanted to stretch her open. I wanted to prove to her beyond a shadow of a doubt that she made the right choice in declaring me her consort. I would make her squeal until she was hoarse; I would make her cum so hard she couldn’t breathe. And I would do it as many times as it took to give her the dragon child she wanted…

“Wait!” Kyriel gasped.

She pulled back. The tattoos on her arm were like a lantern illuminating her face. The only sound on the balcony was that of our shared excited breathing.

“We…we can’t,” she added, shaking her head.

I gave her thighs a hard squeeze. I knew she wanted it as much as I did; I could feel our desire radiating off both of us.

“You said we’d need to accelerate things,” I reminded her. “Why not this?”

“Because consorts must be given a concubine first,” Kyriel insisted. “It’s tradition!”

“It’s also tradition for the Dragon Princess to choose an elf.”

“This is different.”

“Is it?”

Kyriel swallowed. Her blue eyes burned with unbridled lust, and I could feel the heat of her core rising every moment. When she brought our lips together again, I thought she was about to beg me to take her…but then she took a deep breath, let out an Elvish curse, and shook her head.

“Not yet,” she said. “Soon.”

I let her down. Kyriel stood there in front of me, still breathing heavily, her eyes flickering as if reconsidering her decision. As difficult as it was, I took a step back to give her space.

“Liawen will start tomorrow,” she said. “I’ll instruct her to teach you everything she knows as quickly as possible.”

“And then?”

“And then,” Kyriel whispered, a smile tugging at her lips as they driftedwithin a whisper of mine, “I’ll let you show me what I’m missing.”

I smiled back. “I can’t wait.”

“Neither can I.”

The air made a strange popping sound, and a streak of green appeared on Kyriel’s tattoos. She took a step to the side…

And vanished into the shadows.


Interlude: Handmaiden
Kyriel


“Oh…oooh…ooooh!”

Kyriel squealed as she finished for the third time since she’d returned to her chambers. She was lying naked in the center of her bed, one hand on her quim and the other pinching at her nipples. She had plenty of toys in the chest beneath her bed that could have made things easier, not to mention a handmaiden she could call to her side, but she hadn’t been willing to wait even a few precious seconds. The instant she’d left the Pale and returned to the physical world, she’d thrown off her gown, lunged onto the bed, and started imagining that the human man she’d found disgusting a week earlier was splitting her open with his thick dustborn cock.

But her efforts were in vain. The fire in her core only seemed to burn hotter each time she crested, as if her efforts were doing nothing but stoking the coals.

There’s only one way to quench it, she told herself. You have to go back to Sol’s room. Right now!

Ignoring the voice in her head was getting more difficult by the second. It would be so easy to return to him. There was no way he would be asleep yet. All she needed to do was stride in the door and demand that he pleasure her.

But the truth of the matter was that she didn’t want him to treat her like a Dragon Princess, nor did she wish to behave like one. Her true desire—the one that had been burning inside her from the moment she’d kissed him—was to stride into his room, get on her knees, and command him to shove his cock into her mouth. And once his glorious dragon seed was sliding down the back of her throat, she wanted him to throw her onto the bed, fold her in half, and fuck her like a cheap, disposable whore.

So do it, the voice in her head taunted. Go to him. Give yourself to him. Dragons belong together.

“Lahara forgive me,” Kyriel breathed as she clamped her legs shut. It had been difficult enough listening to Vinarys describe Sol’s prowess in excruciating detail every night, but now it was real. She had kissed him. She had felt his throbbing manhood press against her. And perhaps most importantly of all, she had swallowed an entire steaming batch of his seed.

Oh, gods.

She unclenched her legs, and her wet fingers returned to her quim. She had to do something to try and put out the flames again…

Just as she began to massage her clit, there was a soft knock at the door. Kyriel froze, body quivering atop the bed, wondering who it could possibly be. But there was only one person in the palace with such a soft, gentle knock.

Kyriel rolled out of bed and swept up her nightgown as she moved. Her quarnís was supposed to be getting a good night’s rest in preparation for her bonding with Sol tomorrow, but when the princess cracked open the door, her handmaiden was indeed waiting for her.

“Lia?” Kyriel asked.

“Mistress,” the girl replied, lowering her eyes and head in a submissive bow.

The princess touched the other woman’s arm and pulled her inside so she could close the door. This was not a conversation she wished to have in front of the two Wyrmguard standing nearby.

“Why are you here?” Kyriel asked. “You’re supposed to be resting.”

“I know, mistress, and I’m sorry for intruding,” Liawen said. “But Priestess Vinarys believed that you would be back in your chambers by now, and she thought you might require…assistance.”

Kyriel pursed her lips. In other words, Vin knew she would be uncontrollably horny after she got back from visiting Sol. There were times when it was annoying to have a best friend who knew you so well…

“She was supposed to be spending the night getting you ready for your big day,” Kyriel said.

“She did, mistress,” Lia insisted. “She told me everything about her experiences with Lord Farric. I am better prepared than ever to serve him.”

Kyriel crossed her arms. “How hot did she get while recounting these stories for you?”

“She became…flushed on more than one occasion. But I was able to help relieve her.”

“I’ll bet you were. How many times?”

“Three, mistress.”

Kyriel snorted. Frankly, she’d expected an even bigger number…

“If I may say so, mistress, you also appear flushed,” Lia said, taking a step closer. “Do you need me to relieve you as well?”

“Um,” Kyriel murmured, realizing she hadn’t even looked in the mirror to see how mussed up her hair must have been after thrashing on the bed. Though even if she’d taken the time to fix it, Lia surely would have smelled the sex on her fingers regardless…

“Please, allow me to help,” Lia said.

The girl touched Kyriel’s arm, and it was tempting—very tempting—to accept her offer. Like all Imperial concubines, she had received years of instruction in the erotic arts from the priestesses of Zinshasa, and her soft lips and skilled fingers were more than up to the challenge of quenching any carnal fire.

Though perhaps not this one. What Kyriel needed was Sol. His strong arms holding her close, his thick cock stretching her open, his dragon seed pumping into her womb…

Lia couldn’t give her any of that. And perhaps more to the point, it was no longer her responsibility to do so. She was Sol’s concubine now, or would be in a few hours. The next time Kyriel’s quim was on fire, she would be able to call upon her consort to extinguish it, not her handmaiden.

“You need to rest,” Kyriel said. “Tomorrow is your big day…that is, assuming you still wish to go through with it.”

“Absolutely, mistress,” Lia assured her. “I am eager to begin my new duties. I promise that he will be ready to please you when the time comes.”

I bet he already can, Kyriel thought. All I have to do is go to his chambers right now…

“I know he will,” she said instead, forcing a smile. “Though Vin says he has excellent endurance without magic.”

“It will be even more impressive after I finish training him.”

Kyriel chuckled softly. Despite all of Lia’s training, she had never actually been with a male—the virtue of royal concubines was protected every bit as fiercely as the Dragon Princess’s. But even if she couldn’t realistically teach Sol much about the bedroom, he had a great deal to learn about everything else. And just as importantly, he deserved a concubine to entertain him, just like Lia deserved a consort who would cherish the present he’d been given.

“He has a great deal to learn about our customs, especially palace and courtly protocol,” Kyriel said. “But I’m sure you’ll do a wonderful job with that as well.”

“Lord Farric seems to be a quick learner, Your Highness,” Liawen said. “Particularly for a dustborn.”

“Yes, and I’m glad. Because with everything happening, you may not have weeks and months to teach him. We could be at war with the Great Houses or the Tirzak any time.”

Kyriel took a deep breath. She’d gone an entire day without thinking about the current conflict, but there was no way to avoid it forever. If nothing else, it would help keep her mind off Sol and how much she wanted to go to him.

“Go and get some sleep,” Kyriel said. “And tell Vinarys that I’ll meet her in the library again in the morning.”

“Yes, mistress,” Lia said. “Good night.”


5
Synthrada


I slept badly.

In fact, I wasn’t sure if I got any real sleep at all. Kissing and holding Kyriel had gotten me so hard it was painful, and lying back down in my bed did nothing to cure the affliction. If anything, the idle time made it even worse, because I couldn’t stop imagining how good it was going to feel when she was finally mine. This whole dragon consort thing had been getting more real every day, and holding her in my arms had made it more tangible still. But I knew that nothing would compare with that first moment when her carnal heat enveloped me and I planted my dragon seed in her womb.

As I stared up at the dark ceiling, my head swimming with desire, I found myself hoping that Vinarys would burst through the door to save me. She had been eager to go a few hours back, and I would have happily bent her over anything she wanted right now. The bed, the table, on the floor…gods, I wouldn’t have minded carrying her out onto the balcony and fucking her against the wall. Anything.

But my room remained empty, and I stayed awake until the sun broke over the horizon and filtered in through the balcony window.

With an exhausted and frustrated groan, I rolled out of bed and cleaned up in the bathing pool, then put on one of the increasing number of outfits that kept appearing in my closet. I couldn’t imagine I would ever truly get used to wearing these elaborate tunics, but I couldn’t deny that they were comfortable. And really, it was difficult to be upset about such expensive, carefully-tailored clothing regardless of the style.

Liawen arrived with breakfast not long afterward. As usual, she was clad in her olive bandeau and matching skirt, though the pretty golden anklets above her bare feet were new. Her makeup seemed a bit more intense as well, especially the shadow around her brown eyes.

“I added extra salt to the potatoes as you requested, my lord,” Liawen said as she set the plate of food down on the table. “The sausage also has more spice than yesterday.”

“Sounds delicious,” I commented. My stomach growled in anticipation, and my mouth began to water as the scent of the cooked meat wafted across the room.

Unlike the first day she’d served me breakfast, I no longer had to overtly encourage Liawen to join me. She brought two plates and two sets of utensils every day now, though she still waited for me to sit down and take a bite before she filled her own plate. I would have to keep working on that one.

I didn’t know how or if our morning routine would change if today was indeed the day she officially became my concubine, but I planned to act normally until she said something about it. And as it turned out, I didn’t have to wait long.

“After today, I will be free to relieve you each morning after breakfast,” Liawen said.

I nearly choked on a bite of potatoes. “What?”

“Unless you would prefer to spill before breakfast,” she added quickly. “Or both, if you wish. I will be available to relieve you at any time, night or day.”

“Just like that, huh?” I asked, shaking my head in disbelief.

“My lord?”

“One day you’re bringing me meals, and the next day you’re ready to be my concubine?”

“I have been preparing to become your concubine from the moment Priestess Vinarys declared that you were a dragon,” Liawen said matter-of-factly. “But as you know, Dragon Sovereign Alessara did not wish to give the appearance that she had already made a decision to choose you as the princess’s consort.”

She took a small bite and chewed as if we were having a completely mundane conversation. “Princess Kyriel informed me last night that she does not wish to wait any longer. She knows that the two of you cannot bond until I have given you proper training. Therefore, she wishes me to begin as soon as possible.”

You should have started last night, I thought to myself. My cock was still hard thinking about Kyriel even now.

“The, uh, the Sovereign is okay with this?” I asked.

“My instructions come from Princess Kyriel herself,” Liawen told me. “I am her quarnís, and it is her right to give me to the male she wishes to become her mate.”

“I see,” I murmured as I took another bite. I wouldn’t have thought it possible, but the potatoes tasted even better when I started imagining her breasts spilling out of her bandeau.

“Sister Vinarys informed me that you may not require as much training as most scions,” Liawen added. “She said that your skills are very impressive, as is your endurance. She is quite enamored with you.”

I snickered. “Well, I’m quite enamored with her.”

“She will be a proud member of your breeding harem once you have successfully seeded the princess. But until then, it is my duty to ensure that you are ready.” Lia paused and dabbed her lips with a napkin. Once you are finished eating, we can move to the Sammath Synthrada.”

I raised an eyebrow. “The what?”

“There’s no perfect translation in the Imperial tongue, but you can think of it as a ritual binding chamber—a location sanctified by the priestesses of Zinshasa where concubines bond with dragon consorts.”

My manhood throbbed again. After last night, it was like they were all intentionally trying to drive me mad with lust.

“Before the Blood Drought, it was also where male Wyrm Lords would bond with the members of their breeding harem,” Liawen added. “Sister Vinarys is eager to revive that tradition for you.”

The way they all spoke about this “breeding harem” made me feel like prized cattle more than a soldier or a dragon…but for some reason, it was difficult to get upset about the prospect of having dozens of pretty highborn girls crawling beneath me one after another. I still had no clue how many they intended me to seed. A dozen? A hundred?

The whole thing was so overwhelming that it was easy to forget about the Tirzak clutch in the Garothi Peaks or that the province still seemed on the cusp of a civil war between the Great Houses. But I saw little point in worrying about them when I had equally important business to attend to right here.

“The Avetharri are known for their exceedingly long rituals for everything,” I said. “How long does this bonding ritual take?”

“Dragon consorts are typically expected to spend an entire week with each new concubine,” Liawen said. “But given the circumstances, the princess has asked me to accelerate the ritual whenever possible. We will see how much you can learn in a day.”

“That almost sounds like a challenge.”

I might have been imagining it, but I swore I saw her brown eyes twinkle. “It is, my lord. As eager as the princess is to be with you, you cannot be allowed to mate with her until a trained concubine certifies your skills.”

“In other words, you are the gateway to the princess.”

“Zinshasa’s tenets are quite clear,” Liawen said. “If you cannot please me, then you will not be allowed to please her.”

“Well, I’d hate to disappoint one of the Dragon Apostles,” I said. “Or you.”

She smiled back at me, and this time I was sure I saw a glimmer in her eyes. As sweet and demure as this girl was, she had clearly been waiting for this opportunity. The only question was whether that was because she considered it her sacred duty or because she was as horny as I was right now. Regardless, I couldn’t wait to find out.

“When do we get started?” I asked.

“I will show you to the chamber whenever you are finished eating, my lord.”

My eyes flicked between the steaming potatoes and her thin bandeau. My stomach was still growling, but my cock was still aching. And in a battle between those cosmic forces, there was only one possible victor.

“Then I’ve never been so full,” I said, dropping my napkin. “Let’s go.”
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Between the sheer size of the palace and limited range of my movements this past week, I still barely knew where anything was or how to navigate it on my own. But Liawen took the lead, and she escorted me down the same set of stairs which had ultimately led to the chapel for the Blood Mother’s reading two days ago. We went a different direction when we reached the bottom, however, and after a few more twists and turns through cerulean corridors, we approached a large door in an otherwise quiet section of the palace.

Liawen came to a halt when we arrived, then produced a slender hairpin from her long chestnut mane. I raised a curious eyebrow at her as she slipped into the lock and opened the door with a soft click.

“Interesting,” I commented. “I didn’t realize hairpins were also skeleton keys.”

“The Sammath Synthrada is as sacred a place to Imperial concubines as the temple of Lahara is to the Vaz Gorati,” Lia said. “Only those who have studied Zinshasa’s teachings can open the way.”

She slid the pin back into her hair, then gestured for me to move inside.

Like most of the rooms in the palace, the chamber was both wide and deep, as if it were made to host a dozen people rather than a few. And while many of the furnishings befitted of a bedroom—particularly the many divans and loose cushions—there was no giant bed, bathing pool, or a table for dining. That, combined with the burning candles ritualistically arranged on the floor, created a very different atmosphere. The lack of windows added a finishing touch.

It is really like Zinshasa’s Embrace, I thought to myself as my mind conjured up images of Tir Bereth’s most famous brothel. I had only ever seen the lower levels where the courtesans were willing to service dustborn, so the furnishings hadn’t been this expensive, but the basic atmosphere was quite similar—especially when I noticed the spiked collar symbol emblazoned on several of the tapestries.

I had never really considered that Imperial concubines had a religious component to their work, but in retrospect, it shouldn’t have been surprising. Zinshasa was the Dragon Apostle of beauty and desire, after all, and she was widely revered as the patron of courtesans across the Empire. Her clergy might not have received the same attention as the Vaz Gorati, but they were undoubtedly far more numerous if not nearly as powerful.

Before I could make a comment to Liawen, another of the furnishings drew my attention. Two shelves in the corner were stocked with a trove of implements that could satisfy any depravity imaginable, from bindings to gags to false cocks to tools I didn’t even recognize…and probably didn’t want to. But interestingly—and perhaps disturbingly—the lower section of one of the shelves had items that seemed like they had been taken out of a dungeon rather than a brothel.

“The Sammath Synthrada contains tools to sate every desire imaginable,” Lia said.

I hopped in place. Somehow, she had managed to follow me into the room without making a sound. Vinarys had mentioned that concubines were fitted with a collar to protect them from becoming pregnant, but I was starting to wonder if I should fit Lia with a bell instead. The mousers in Tari Barad made more noise than she did.

“I hope you don’t expect me to use these on you,” I said, gesturing to the barbed scourges and whips.

“You may use any tools on me that you desire, my lord,” Lia replied. “For pleasure…or for punishment.”

I frowned. “Punishment?”

“If I fail to perform my duties adequately. Or if I am insufficiently obedient.”

“I’m not going to punish you for that,” I said, not bothering to hide my disgust.

“The implements are enchanted to inflict discomfort, not wounds,” she assured me. “Imperial concubines rarely find common cause with drow Pain Maidens, but their tools are quite…unique. Some dragon consorts believe in enforcing strict discipline with their servants.”

“Maybe so, but I’m not one of them.”

Liawen studied me in silence for a moment. “Remember, my lord: Princess Kyriel is to be the subject of your devotion, and the members of your harem are meant to be the recipients of your affection. But I am to be the object of your pleasure—nothing more, nothing less. You must think of me as a tool, not an equal.”

“That’s never going to happen,” I told her. “I don’t care what tradition says.”

“But—”

“I’m happy to have a teacher and a partner, but I have no use for a servant,” I insisted. “I thought you would have learned that about me by now.”

Lia studied me again, then gently took my hands and placed them on her bare waist. “You are a compassionate man, but you don’t need to worry. I want to serve you. And I want my body to bring you pleasure unlike anything you’ve ever experienced.”

She turned and glanced at the shelf. “The purpose of this chamber is for me to explore your needs without judgement or shame. But if I am to become your perfect companion, you must be honest with yourself and your own desires. I am not meant to be your lover—I am meant to be your fantasy. That is the nature of the bond between dragons and concubines. There is nothing else like it. I am destined to fulfill your desires in a way no other woman can.”

I could hear the earnestness in her voice, and it sent an excited tingle through me. I’d heard plenty of fireside tales about the strong relationships between famous dragon sovereigns and their concubines, but I had never given them much thought until recently. Now that this sweet young girl was quite literally begging me to do anything I wanted to her, however…well, it suddenly easy to understand why those stories had become legendary in the first place.

“But perhaps we should start with something simpler than Pain Maiden scourges,” Liawen suggested, a thin smile stretching across her lips. “Are you content with my appearance?”

I snorted. “Are you kidding? You’re beautiful.”

“But would you prefer a different style of fashion? Or perhaps different colors?”

“Erm,” I managed, looking her up and down. “I think you should wear what you want.”

“Remember, you need to be honest with yourself, my lord. This is a sacred place of desire, not shame.” She sighed softly, then looked down. “Would you prefer it if I wore heels? Sister Vinarys said that you seem to enjoy hers.”

“I do,” I admitted. “But, um, I think I like you barefoot. Well, except for the part where you can sneak up on me so easily.”

“Then I will make an effort to be louder in the future,” Lia said, smiling as she traced a finger down the length of my fancy tunic. “What about my dress? Some dragon males prefer their concubines to be topless at all times. Others wish them to be entirely naked. If you prefer, I could—”

“You are perfect the way you are,” I said, placing my hands on her shoulders. “I promise.”

Her smile widened. “Then perhaps we should begin the ritual.”

I gently squeezed her shoulders and glanced around the room again. “What does it entail?”

“I will show you,” Lia said. She took my hand as it slid from her shoulder, then turned and led me toward the center of the chamber.

When I glanced down, I belatedly noticed that the floor was engraved with the same spiked choker symbol as some of the tapestries. An assortment of multi-colored candles were festooned around it on three sides, while a dozen cushions were laid out on the fourth. I vaguely recalled seeing a similar arrangement at Zinshasa’s Embrace once, albeit smaller and less elaborate.

The only other object of note was a golden collar resting atop a small, altar-like dais near the pile of cushions. It didn’t have any spikes that I could see, but there was a beautiful red gemstone embedded in the center.

“The ritual is a variation of the traditional binding between male wyrm lords and their harem,” Liawen said. “In such ceremonies, the wives receive magical brands on their bellies to mark their wombs as their dragon’s property.”

“The princess mentioned this,” I commented. “She said it isn’t common in Lostrien.”

“There haven’t been many male Wyrm Lords in the province for a long time.” She came to a halt at the center of the circle. “In any event, concubines are not branded. Our wombs are unworthy of dragon seed.”

I frowned. “I don’t understand why. Because you’re faeyn and not Avetharri?”

“Some dragons take faeyn wives, but only from important families.” Lia paused, then leaned down to retrieve the golden collar from the nearby dais. “The loyalty collar will prevent you from accidentally fertilizing me. You will be able to use my body wherever and however you wish, even when the rest of your harem is pregnant. And you need never fear diluting your dragon blood.”

“Why would I be afraid of that?” I asked. “I don’t care if you’re ‘lowborn’ or not.”

Lia looked up at me. “The Vaz Gorati care a great deal. They ensure that the dragon blood is not wasted on lesser females.”

“I can’t imagine that Vinarys considers you a ‘lesser female.’”

“She does not,” Liawen admitted. “Her interpretation of the Sisterhood’s dogma is quite…unique.”

“And I’m glad for it,” I said. “Because in case you’ve forgotten, I’m human. Doesn’t that already change the rules about lowborn and highborn?”

“I…perhaps,” she managed, flustered. I felt a little bad for interrupting what was clearly a rehearsed speech, but I needed her to understand that I refused to consider her a lowly servant.

“You were explaining the ritual,” I prompted.

Lia nodded. “The Sammath Synthrada still relies upon your seed. First, I must demonstrate my ability to make you spill using only my lips and tongue. This will prove my skill and worthiness as a companion.”

“I see,” I murmured, my eyes drifting down to drink in her slender faeyn body again. I couldn’t imagine it would be much of a challenge for her—just imagining her on her knees with her sweet mouth on my cock was almost enough to make me spill as it was.

“Once I succeed, you must place the collar on me before I imbibe your seed. It is a symbol of the protection offered by Zinshasa.”

Elves and their ridiculously elaborate rituals, I thought but didn’t say.

“After that, you may attach the leash,” Lia said, gesturing to the long leather band wrapped up atop the dais. “At that point, the breaking can begin.”

“Breaking?” I asked.

“The moment when you claim my virtue as your own. You will be expected to spill inside me. Though once the ritual is over, you will be free to spend upon me whenever and wherever you wish. In fact, variety is strongly encouraged as part of your endurance training. Sister Vinarys said that you seem to enjoy spilling on her fa—”

“Hold on,” I interrupted, raising a hand. “Let’s forget the official ritual for a moment, all right? I have a simple question for you instead.”

“My lord?” Lia asked expectantly.

“Has anyone ever made you finish?”

She blinked, seemingly too stunned by the question to reply.

“It’s a simple question,” I said, putting my hands on her slender arms and giving them a gentle squeeze. “Has anyone ever made you finish?”

“I…” She swallowed and shook her head. “No, my lord. I was trained to bring others pleasure. It is my duty to—”

“Then I think we should start with a different ritual,” I interrupted. “You don’t need to prove yourself to me, but I’d be more than happy to show you what you’ve been missing. How about I make you finish instead?”

“But that…that isn’t protocol!”

“If I’m not mistaken, your primary duty is to serve your dragon,” I reminded her. “Well, your dragon wants to make you spend for the first time. Do you really want to disobey him?”

“I…no, my lord, but—”

Without waiting for her to finish, I leaned down and swept her up into my arms. Lia gasped in surprise, but her arms instinctively wrapped around my neck. Her brown eyes went wide, and she held her breath while waiting for me to make the next move.

“Let’s get you comfortable,” I said, laying her down on the cushions beneath me. I brought our faces close, then gently brushed the hair out of her eyes as I leaned in to give her a kiss. But she gasped just before our mouths touched and turned her head away.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“I-I’m sorry, my lord,” Lia whispered. “But concubines are forbidden to kiss their dragon.”

“What? Why?”

She swallowed anxiously. “Because such intimacy should be reserved for members of his breeding harem. They are worthy to be objects of his affection. Concubines are not.”

“That’s another stupid rule.”

“My body is meant to be a vessel for your pleasure, not…”

Lia trailed off when I gently touched her cheek and tilted her head back to face me. I hovered in place, sharing her breath, giving her the opportunity to turn away again if that was what she really wanted. But her painted eyelids fluttered shut instead, and she leaned up and pressed our lips together.

She kissed me tenderly at first, as if frightened to commit, but her hesitation only lasted a few heartbeats before our lips parted and our tongues touched. Her hands feathered through my hair and pulled me tighter against her, and I felt her spread her legs wider and squeeze her thighs against my waist.

Up until this moment, I still wasn’t sure that the priestesses of Zinshasa had taught her anything besides how to doubt her own value, but she clearly didn’t need their wisdom to know how to kiss. She was tender and passionate all at once, and she moaned softly in contentment as we explored each other breath by breath.

After a few minutes, my hands traced down her sides until they reached the drawstrings of her bandeau. I thought back to the first moment I met her in the bathing chamber when she had been accompanied by several topless faeyn servants. The sight of their pert and perky breasts had been a delight, but Liawen’s had remained a delightful mystery…one that I finally intended to solve.

A simple tug at the drawstrings was all it took to liberate them. I tossed the cloth strip onto the floor, then brought my hands back to the two plump treasures I’d unearthed. Lia moaned into my mouth when I gave them a gentle squeeze, and then again when I rubbed my thumbs over her nipples. At the same time, her hands drifted from my head down my back, and her thighs clenched more tightly around my waist.

Now more than ever, it was abundantly clear that while she may have been taught how to give pleasure, she hadn’t been shown how to receive it. And it would be my glorious task to make up for that oversight.

Slowly, delicately, I pulled our mouths apart, and I hovered above her until her brown eyes fluttered back open and looked up at me expectantly. I gave her a warm smile as I left a trail of soft kisses on her chin and neck as I worked my way downward. Her breath hitched when my lips reached her breasts, then halted altogether when I kissed her left nipple.

I moved back and forth between her tits, kneading and licking and pinching her delicate flesh. Lia’s moans gradually transformed into whimpers, and I had the satisfaction of watching her eyes flutter shut again. I took it as an important sign, not merely because she was enjoying what I was doing to her, but because she was allowing herself to enjoy what I was doing to her.

And I was only getting started.

After giving each of her nipples one final peck, I began to kiss my way down her soft, flat belly. My hands moved ahead of my lips, tracing along her feminine curves until they reached her waist. I expected that her skirt would be just as easy to remove as her bandeau, and I was right. The slightest push was all it took to get it over her hips, and she helpfully brought her legs together so I could slide the fabric all the way down her calves and past her bare feet.

With that final obstacle out of the way, I put my hands on her knees and gently nudged them apart again. The skin on her legs was so soft it seemed almost criminal, but the true prize awaiting me was just as smooth. Like all elven women, Lia’s quim was as hairless as the rest of her body. I would never stop appreciating the look of such a perfect petaled flower…

As I kissed my way across her inner thighs, I brushed my fingertips over her waiting slit. Lia inhaled sharply, and I could feel her body waiting in eager anticipation of my next move. I wasn’t the least bit surprised to find that her quim was already wet and glistening, and the heat became more intense when I leaned forward and planted my next kiss on her clit.

“Oh!” she let out an unbidden gasp at my touch, and I could feel a shiver of ecstasy ripple through her body. Emboldened by her response, I flicked my tongue over her sodden slit, then ever-so-gently slipped a finger inside her.

I may as well have touched her with an arcane shock rune. Her body seized up, her breath halted again, and her hands fell to her sides and squeezed at the pile of cushions. My goal of making her finish for the first time was within reach. All I had to do was add a bit more fuel to the fire blazing out of control inside her.

And that was exactly what I did. While my tongue continued its lathering assault on her slit, I eased my finger deeper inside her quim. Lia responded immediately, first by moaning, then by whimpering, and finally by throwing back her head and crying out so loudly her voice filled the chamber.

I kept going even while she released, content to sample her sweet elven nectar while she thrashed around me. I couldn’t tell if she spent multiple times or simply had a rolling climax one after the other, but I had achieved my goal regardless.

Now the bonding she wanted could finally begin.

I kissed my way back up her body as Lia came down, starting with her thighs and moving to her belly. She was still short of breath, but her brown eyes were looking at me as if I were an entirely different person.

“I’m…I’m so sorry, my lord,” she panted.

“Sorry?” I asked. “Why would you possibly be sorry?”

Lia swallowed. “Because I…I lost myself. I am supposed to be pleasuring you!”

“Oh, I’m quite pleased, don’t worry,” I said as my lips returned to her tits. Her nipples were harder than ever, and I couldn’t resist the temptation to suckle them again. She whimpered into a moan into a long contented sigh.

“Mmm…” she cooed. “Ooh…”

After I’d kissed both breasts, I continued my trek up her neckline and chin before our mouths met again. I wondered if she might shy away from a second kiss, but on the contrary, her lips and tongue were more aggressive than ever. At the same time, her hands began unbuttoning my tunic, and they slipped inside to caress my chest the moment she got the front open. My thoughts flicked back to the massage she’d given me before the Tasting and how good it had felt. We really were going to have a great deal of fun together…

“You spent years in training for this,” I said, slowly pulling back from her lips, “and your instructors never allowed you to finish?”

Liawen licked at her lips as she helped me remove my tunic. “Denial of pleasure is one of the most important trials for any concubine.”

“Why?” I asked, shaking my head.

“Because our own desires are obstacles in our ability to bring release to our dragon. Every moment we think about ourselves is a moment we are not thinking about him.”

I snorted. “The more you tell me about these traditions, the more determined I am to break the rules.”

I cast my tunic across the chamber. I was about to reach for my belt, but Lia beat me to it. She had my trousers open in a heartbeat, and my manhood was so swollen it burst free the moment the pressure released. Lia’s eyes grew even wider, as if she’d forgotten how large I was.

“My lord needs release as soon as possible,” she said. “We should begin the collaring at once!”

I remembered what she’d said about how she was supposed to bring me off with her mouth and lips, and I couldn’t deny that it was tempting. After watching her spend, I was hard and ready enough that she wouldn’t have any trouble getting her reward in a hurry.

But Vinarys had taken plenty of samples from me over the past few days, and I wanted more than that. Besides, it would be yet another way to thwart this silly tradition…

The collar was just barely within my reach. The metal was thin and cold, and I could sense the faint Aetheric enchantment inside it. While I appreciated the mental image of clamping it around her slender throat while she swallowed my seed, I was determined to be inside her as quickly as possible. I brought it to her neck, then looked deep into her eyes.

“Are you ready?” I asked.

She breathed a long Elvish phrase, then translated. “I am your humble servant, my lord,” Lia said. “From now until released.”

I leaned down to give her another kiss as the collar latch clicked into place. Her tongue swirled with mine, more passionately than ever, and it wasn’t long before I felt her hand on my cock guiding me toward her core. As I pressed the swollen tip against her, she spread her legs as wide as she could to accommodate my girth. Yet despite how thoroughly soaked she was, she was so dainty and delicate it didn’t seem like I could fit.

But while I would have happily given her as long as she needed to adjust, Lia was the one who lost patience. She continued guiding me with one hand while the other grabbed my side and pulled me closer…

And then, with a shared gasp that broke our kiss, I was finally in.

“Oh, gods,” I exclaimed, gritting my teeth as her quim tried to crush me. “You’re so fucking tight!”

Liawen’s eyes had nearly rolled back into her head, but she composed herself long enough to glance between us. “You must break me, my lord. You must…you must…oh!”

She lost control again as I drove into her another inch. I tried to pull back and give her time to grow accustomed to the length, but Lia wanted nothing to do with that. Her hands and legs both pulled me deeper despite the resistance.

“Fuck…ngn!” I growled as I pushed the rest of the way inside her. I was extra grateful that I had gotten her so wet ahead of time, because otherwise I never would have fit. Her cunt was so tight that if I didn’t know better, I could have sworn I was fucking her in the ass.

I paused once I was fully hilted inside her, as much to give myself time to adjust as her. After all the repressed frustration of last night, I had been ready to burst the moment she had first entered my room. But now that I was actually here in this chamber with her beneath me, effectively offering her tight body to me whenever and however I wanted it…

Well, the dam was already rumbling. And no matter how hard I held back, it wouldn’t be long before I put that collar of hers to the test.

“Please, my lord, you must break me in,” Liawen pleaded, her hands sliding up my side and cradling my chin as she stared me right in the eye. “I am nothing but a tool for your pleasure.”

At any other time today, I would have argued the point. I would have assured her that she was worthy of being treated as an equal. And I would have meant every word I said.

But as Vinarys had told me between our frantic rutting session a few days earlier, there was a time and a place for respect, and the bedroom wasn’t it. Peering into Lia’s eyes, I could tell that she wanted to be broken with every fiber of her being. And peering into my own heart, I desperately wanted to be the one who did the breaking.

Dragons were creatures of power and domination, after all, and it was time to claim what was rightfully mine.

With a ferocious growl, I took hold of Lia’s wrists, pinned them beside her head, and began savagely pounding into her one thrust after another. At first, she was able to maintain eye contact while my cock stretched her wide, and we shared each other’s breath for a half a dozen thrusts. But it wasn’t long before the pleasure overwhelmed her, and she squealed and thrashed beneath me as I stretched her open.

In this moment, beneath Zinshasa’s seductive gaze, Liawen was no longer the sweet faeyn girl who brought me breakfast and helped me dress. She was my concubine. My servant. My perfect little wood elf slut I could defile however and whenever I wished…

“Oh!” I cried out as the abyss beckoned me.

“Yes, my lord!” Lia called back. “Take me! Use me! Know that I’m…I’m…oooh!”

She threw her head back and cried out in release. I looked down as I continued slamming into her, watching as my thick member vanished over and over into her tight little quim. After days of relentlessly fucking Vinarys and pulling out at the last moment to spray her body, it felt unbelievably satisfying to let myself pound away without the slightest concern. I wanted to shoot everything I had straight into her elven womb where it belonged…

And that was precisely what I did. With a final grunt of triumph, I buried myself to the hilt inside her and pumped her full of everything I had.

Somehow, it felt even better than I’d imagined. It was so natural, so primal, so right, that for a few moments, I wasn’t sure if the flood would ever stop. But once it finally did, I collapsed on top of her and gave her a breathless kiss.

“That was perfect,” I breathed, looking down upon her sweet, smiling face. “You feel incredible.”

I kissed her hard and deep even while both of us struggled to breathe. Her body stayed wrapped around me, as I knew it would all day and into the night.

“Thank you, my lord,” Lia whispered when our lips finally parted.

“For what?”

“For breaking me,” she said, her lips curling into a smile. “And the rules.”

I smiled back at her. “Well, we should probably follow some of them, at least. You did say we were supposed to spend the entire day together.”

“More than just a day. There is still much to do and…oh!” She moaned as I rolled my hips and thrust into her again. “Many trials you must pass.”

“Then we should get started,” I said. “Right after you cum for me again.”


Interlude: Escalation
Kyriel


“I wonder what position he’s taking her in now,” Vinarys mused as she slid the game piece across the table. “Must be on the third or fourth round, so he probably has her on all fours while he—”

“Can we please talk about something else?” Kyriel asked. “Like maybe the game we’re trying to play?”

“Darling, we’ve played Pawns and Princesses so many times I could do it blindfolded.”

“Then what’s your excuse for making so many poor moves tonight?” Kyriel picked up her consort figurine and knocked over the ranger that Vin had left exposed at the center of the board. “Sovereignty in six moves. Again.”

“Mm,” Vin muttered, finally recognizing the trouble she was in. “You’re getting better at this.”

“No, you’re getting worse because you aren’t paying attention.” She pointed at the human-shaped figurine in the corner of the board. “Why in Lahara’s name did you think you could trap my princess in the corner with a single pawn?”

“I just can’t stop thinking about how amazing it’s going to be when Sol is finally inside you. Trust me, after the first time you feel him stretching you open, you won’t be able to look at this silly game the same way again.”

Kyriel groaned in frustration, and she was seriously tempted to sweep the pieces off the board altogether. She was accustomed to Vin testing her patience, but tonight she found it more annoying than usual. The whole point in playing a few rounds of Pawns and Princesses was to give her something to focus on besides the fact that her future consort was currently in bed with her former handmaiden.

A week ago, when her mother had been trying to prepare her for the Tasting, Kyriel had felt sick imagining Lia being touched by one of the house scions. She had known that they wouldn’t respect her. At best, they would treat her as a charming but ultimately disposable pleasure on the path to their real prize. They would never appreciate her kindness or dedication, let alone consider her needs or desires.

But Sol would, Kyriel was certain of it. The thought made her incredibly happy—Lia deserved a consort who would treat her as an equal rather than a pet. Yet at the same time, Kyriel felt dreadfully jealous. Liawen was now the second woman who would get to spend several days with Sol. Kyriel was getting tired of living vicariously through her proxies…

“I am a little worried, though,” Vinarys commented after a moment.

“About what?”

“That after you’ve finally had him, you’ll stop sharing him with the rest of us. Maybe you should let us keep him to ourselves for a few more months so we can make certain he’s ready for—”

“I’m going to sleep,” Kyriel interrupted as she stood from the table. “I honestly don’t think there’s anything more we can learn here, anyway.”

She sighed and glanced around the library. She and Vin had been in here most of the day aside from meals, and despite a careful reading of the books the reference crystal had helped them pick out, they were no closer to figuring out how to make Sol transform again. They had tried blood magic spells, potions, fighting, sex…there weren’t many remaining options besides dumping him in the middle of a Tirzak horde and hoping that his survival instincts ignited his dragon blood.

“We’ll figure something out, darling, I’m sure of it,” Vinarys soothed. “Who knows, maybe taking Lia will be what pushes him over the edge.”

“Maybe,” Kyriel grunted. “If you want to make yourself useful, you could check in at Gûl Norigaad again before morning, see if they’ve had any luck.”

Vin sighed. “I’d rather check in on Lia, but fine. Maybe I can sneak in for a taste tomorrow when she goes to fetch him something.”

Kyriel rolled her eyes. “Good night.”

She made her way out of the library, wondering when or if she should visit Sol tomorrow as well. By tradition, she was supposed to leave him alone with his new concubine for at least a week before spending any significant amount of time with him again, but she wanted to take him up on his offer for another training session. And if one thing led to another and they ended up rolling around on the battle mat together…well, she could hardly be blamed for letting him kiss her again.

Her quim was on fire by the time she reached her chambers, and she activated the bathing pool and summoned some cold water in the hopes it might help her quench the flames. Though what she should have done was summon Lia back here so she could tell Kyriel all about what had happened today while helping get her off at the same time. That would definitely be a breach of protocol, but it was still very tempting…

While waiting for the pool to fill, Kyriel paused and looked at herself in her full-body mirror. Her skin was decidedly flushed, but that wasn’t surprising. It happened whenever she thought about Sol now, which was happening more every day. Though it did make her wonder how much he had been thinking about her…

Snickering, she turned back and forth to examine her own figure from different angles. Plenty of mirrors in the palace were enchanted with magic to give the viewer the most flattering view of themselves possible, but hers was a Fenangal—a mirror of truth. She preferred to see the world exactly as it was, up to and including dispelling any illusions. It was admittedly an uncommon choice for a dragon, since most used glamour stones to conjure illusory clothing—it was a far more practical option than destroying expensive outfits every time they transformed. The Fenangal would render such disguises moot.

But Kyriel couldn’t transform or channel illusion magic, and since she had inherited her mother’s looks, she didn’t need magic to bolster her confidence by falsely accentuating her curves. They were impressive enough on their own, and she had never been ashamed of admitting it.

Turning away, Kyriel poured herself a glass of wine and made her way out onto her balcony. The stone tiles beneath her bare feet were soaked since it had been raining all day, and the distant rumble of thunder on the horizon suggested that the summer storm season was only getting worse. The air was chilly enough she would have put on something besides her thin nightgown if she weren’t about to bathe.

She wondered how the search parties in the mountains were doing, and she rather selfishly hoped that the storm might slow the scouts down and buy them a few more days to reignite Sol’s dragon blood…

Though with each day that passed, Kyriel’s taste for this continued charade faded that much more. She had chosen Sol as her consort—that was no longer in doubt. Her mother just didn’t want to advertise that decision until they’d learned more about the Tirzak…or until she could parade Sol around Tir Bereth in dragon form. It made perfect strategic sense.

At the same time, I don’t know how much longer I can wait before I storm into his chamber and mount him.

The thought came to her so abruptly it surprised her. It was out of the question, of course—she was willing to accelerate protocol, but not ignore it entirely. She needed to be patient enough for him to spend some time with Lia learning about his duties before she did anything drastic.

Then again, if she did let him have her, it would put any and all continued debates about choosing him to rest. Because even though his human seed was unlikely to take after a single mating, that wasn’t the only consideration of the house scions. While they absolutely sought the rite of First Mating to ensure that their child would be the next Dragon Sovereign, most of them likely wanted to claim her virtue as much as the throne itself. Whether anyone wanted to admit it publicly or not, First Matings were far more prestigious than seconds or thirds.

Kyriel let out a long, slow breath as she sipped at her wine. Another crash of thunder rolled over the horizon, and she felt a droplet of rain on her cheek. It was time to head back inside…

What if that was the best way to prevent a war? she wondered to herself. The scions will be furious when they learn about it, but will they actually go to war over the Dragon princess if they knew that Sol had been inside me?

Imagining the rage on the faces of the patriarchs and the scions made her smile, but not as wide as thinking about Sol’s strong hands on her body again. Kyriel knew she was rationalizing here—she was far too aroused to think clearly. But maybe that didn’t matter. Maybe she just needed to go and visit him again tonight and see if one thing led to another…

“Faarea,” she breathed, taking another sip of her wine, then setting the glass down on the balcony table.

Kyriel turned around, fully intent on making her way to Sol’s room, when she felt a puff of air on the back of her neck. She paused and looked around, assuming it was the wind or perhaps a stray raindrop…

At which point a pair of deathly cold hands closed over her mouth.

Kyriel didn’t even have a chance to scream before she felt the alchemical vapors flooding into her nose and mouth. She lashed out with her elbows in a frantic attempt to strike at her captor, but her strength was already ebbing away…

“Do not worry, Gwaurvaineth,” a raspy male voice said into her ear. “It’s time for you to meet your destiny.”


6
The Die is Cast


The next morning, I once again had the satisfaction of waking up in the company of a beautiful woman. Liawen was still breathing softly when the first rays of sunlight filtered in through the balcony window, and her warm, naked body was still pressed against me. I smiled as I traced my fingertips over her shoulder and slender arm, wondering if she’d stirred a single time since she had passed out next to me.

Probably not. I wasn’t certain if I’d ever seen a more contented face than the one which had been looking back at me last night after the fourth and final time I had stretched her tight faeyn cunt to its limit. Despite her stated desire to teach me the ways of lovemaking and prepare me for my role as Princess Kyriel’s consort, I was the one who had played the role of tutor all night. I had made her finish more times than I could count, often so hard she’d struggled to breathe afterward.

She did eventually take me through a few of the standard rituals, but her desire to stick to tradition seemed to diminish each time I got her off. I held out hope that I’d eventually get her to call me “Sol” rather than “my lord” as well, but that would take time. I was more than happy with the progress I’d made in a single day.

Liawen moaned softly when I kissed her shoulder, and again when I slid my fingers down her side all the way to her hips. She had barely moved an inch since she’d fallen asleep beside me, which was all the proof I needed that I’d sated her desires as well as she’d sated mine, all without the need for any items from the Pain Maiden collection. At one point, she had suggested she should return to her own quarters since it wasn’t appropriate for us to sleep together, but thankfully it hadn’t taken much convincing to get her to break that rule, either.

It took half a minute before her eyes fluttered open, but the moment they did, she inhaled sharply and jolted upright.

“Oh, no!” Liawen gasped, looking almost panicked.

“It’s all right,” I soothed.

Her eyes flicked to the sunlight coming in through the balcony windows, then returned to me. “I need to prepare breakfast!”

“I’m sure the servants can handle it.”

“But I need to tell them…I need to help organize the—”

“You don’t need to do anything,” I said, giving her arm a reassuring squeeze. “We’re both exactly where we belong.”

I leaned down to give her a kiss. Her body immediately dissolved into me, and her concerns and anxieties melted away as our tongues danced together. I didn’t know if the servants would ever bring us breakfast, but at the moment I didn’t care. I had all I could devour right here.

“We must…ooh!” Lia moaned as I kissed my way around her golden collar and down her neck. “We must begin your trials today.”

“Like what?” I asked as I caressed her breasts and teased her nipples. Whatever plans she had for the day could wait until I had pumped at least one more load into her tight little quim.

“We have to work on your…mmm…your endurance,” she continued. “I must keep you excited for several hours at a time but deny you release.”

I planted another kiss on her nipple, then looked up. “What, to get revenge for the way you were taught? All those years without being allowed to spend?”

“Control is essential. When you are with the princess, you must never spill without permission.”

“I see.”

I paused as my right hand traced over her thigh and moved toward her sex. I could feel the heat radiating off her even before I brushed across her folds and eased a finger inside her. Her breath hitched as her body seized up in delight.

“Endurance is also critical,” Lia managed as she nibbled at her lower lip. “Dragon males are often blessed with—ngn!”

She cried out when I slipped a second finger inside her. “Blessed with what?”

“You often…ooh!…you often have increased stamina and longevity,” she panted. “But you must still train. When the princess enters a fertility cycle, you will be expected to lay with her often. It is my duty to ensure you are ready to meet that…mmm…that challenge.”

“Sounds like I have my work cut out for me,” I said, my lips returning to her breast. “But for now, why don’t you lay back and—”

I was interrupted by a pounding knock. I turned and glared at the door. Who in the bloody void would interrupt us at this hour? If the servants had finally brought us breakfast, then they had the worst possible timing…

“Sol!” Vinarys called through the door. “We have a problem!”

I shared a surprised look with Lia, then leaned up and got out of bed. Vin’s voice had sounded panicked rather than playful, and she of all people wouldn’t have interrupted the concubine bonding unless it was critically important.

As I dove to retrieve a robe, my mind raced through the possibilities. Had the scouting parties finally discovered the Tirzak in the mountains? Had one of the Great House scions done something stupid at court? Had the magisters in Gûl Norigaad figured out a way to help me transform?

Once Lia and I were decent, I opened the door. Vin rushed inside, and her face was so pale I thought she was sick. But even if she had looked and sounded normal, I would have known that something was wrong when she didn’t make a single quip about our state of dress or the fact we had clearly been in bed.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“It’s Kyriel,” she breathed, her voice and hands trembling. “She’s been kidnapped.”
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“How is this possible?” Dragon Father Malion snarled, his deep voice echoing off the walls of Princess Kyriel’s chambers. “I ordered you to double the nightly guard. Where were the men watching the balcony? Where were the men in the tower?”

Laeryl, General of the Wyrmguard, flinched as if she’d been stabbed. “They were all at their posts, Your Grace. They saw nothing.”

“Were they blind? Drunk? Or just completely useless?

“There are no signs of break-in anywhere in the palace,” Laeryl replied defensively. “No one breached the walls, no one climbed the building, no one broke any windows or unlocked any doors. None of the guards or servants saw anything suspicious.”

“And yet my daughter is gone,” Malion snarled. “Again.”

Walking into a room where people were arguing was never a pleasant experience, but it was particularly awkward when the people in question were among the most powerful and influential in Lostrien. I only knew General Laeryl by reputation; I wouldn’t have recognized her in person if not for the decorative silver baldric slung over her blue scaled armor. Her jet black hair and equally dark eyes suggested a strong faeyn ancestry, which I wouldn’t have expected from someone in such an important position.

Several other Wyrmguard soldiers were scouring the princess’s chambers for both physical and magical clues, but I didn’t see any signs of a struggle whatsoever. The only odd thing I noticed at a glance was that the bathing pool was filled.

“As I have already informed both His Grace and Her Majesty,” General Laeryl said with an air of strained patience, “Princess Kyriel has demonstrated an ability to leave the palace whenever she desires.”

“Where would she have gone?” Malion asked. “And why?”

“I’m afraid that the Dragon Princess rarely deigns to inform us of her plans or her destination in advance.”

“I can’t imagine any reason she would have left,” Vinarys said. “We were playing a game of Pawns and Princesses until late.”

Malion and Laeryl both turned to look at Vin, but before either of them could speak, I heard footsteps behind me.

“Kyriel didn’t go anywhere,” Sovereign Alessara said as she entered the room, the long skirt of her blue scaled dress tailing behind her. Her jaw was clenched tightly, and an aura of cold rage surrounded her as tightly as a cloak. “She was abducted.”

“What?” Malion blurted out.

“A messenger arrived with this.” She held up a piece of parchment. “From your old drinking companion.”

The Dragon Father’s eyes flashed as he took and unrolled the letter. I could see the fury building inside him as his eyes flicked from line to line.

“Haberian Windsong has demanded the rite of First Mating,” the Sovereign said, turning her eyes to me. “He is holding Kyriel in Oro Sarn.”

“Sanathar’s breath,” Vinarys rasped, the color draining from her face.

I swept my gaze around the room as a knot twisted in the pit of my stomach. “How in the bloody void did they get their hands on her?”

“They couldn’t have,” General Laeryl protested, shaking her head. “There is absolutely no way that any of Windsong’s dogs could have gotten to the princess without us knowing!”

“And yet she is gone,” the Dragon Sovereign said, her voice as cold and dark as the dead of winter. “I just spoke with Legate Morovir. House Windsong withdrew all its forces from Tir Bereth last night. Sky-Commander Windsong also recalled his men from the scouting expedition in the Garothi Peaks.”

“Then the war has begun,” Vinarys breathed.

“And it will end with my blade at Haberian’s throat,” Malion snarled. “He’s a dead man. So is his son. So is his entire fucking house!”

The Dragon’s Father may have had the same face and been wearing the same fancy clothing of the man I’d first met in the bowels of the Parthanex, but the white hot rage in his voice made him seem like a completely different person. He no longer wore the expression of a haughty highborn aristocrat; his scowl and stance was that of a warrior who would carve his way through an entire army if he had to.

“Haberian has called for a parley,” Alessara said, looking at Malion though she seemed to be speaking to the rest of us. “He insists she will not be harmed until we’ve discussed terms. He expects me to meet him east of the Crossroads at noon tomorrow. He must honestly believe he can use her as leverage against us.”

“East of the Crossroads,” I murmured, my brow furrowing. “Near Bastrel’s Fall?”

The Sovereign nodded. “An attempt to remind me that it’s where House Windsong proved its loyalty by turning against House Bastrel and helping me defeat them.”

“As if Haberian would ever let us forget,” Malion spat.

“He believes we have.”

“He can believe whatever he wants. I’m still going to feed him his own entrails.”

The Dragon Father took a step forward, and he looked as if he might ride off to Oro Sarn on his own right then and there. But Alessara placed her hand on his shoulder, and the two of them shared an intense glance that seemed to convey the meaning of an entire conversation.

“I still don’t understand how they could have gotten to her,” General Laeryl said. “I swear on my life, Your Majesty, there are no signs of any intrusion!”

“What if Kyriel went to them?” I asked.

Everyone turned to look at me as I’d just uttered complete madness.

“Lord Theovar might have tricked her,” I added. “What if he asked her to go to a private meeting, then betrayed her trust?”

“A meeting in the middle of the night?” Vinarys asked. “I told you, she and I were playing a game of Pawns and Princesses until late, and she didn’t mention anything about Theovar at all other than the occasional comment about how much she hated him. I can’t imagine she would have ever agreed to something like that anyway, not with everything else that’s going on.”

“It doesn’t matter how they did it,” Malion said. “What matters is that they’re going to pay for it.”

He took a deep breath, and his face hardened into stone.

“Organize your Legion,” he said to the Sovereign. “Every soldier in the province. We’ll set up camp tonight at Tella Lanthir, then march to the crossroads in the morning. I’ll send a message to Karthuil immediately—my house should have an entire division near Ost Voel by now. There’s no way they could reach Bastrel’s Fall by tomorrow, but they could begin marching through the Steppes toward Oro Sarn from the north. If Akathi is willing to join us, his knights could—”

“I’ve called for an emergency meeting of the court,” Alessara said. “I don’t know how the others will react or if they’ll be willing to take action, but we will regardless.”

I saw her visibly squeeze her consort’s arm—not in frustration, but in sympathy. She then turned to the Wyrmguard general.

“There’s obviously nothing for you to find here,” she said. “Lord Malion will help you put together a detachment. I intend to ride out this evening, as he said. Be ready.”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Laeryl replied with an obedient nod. She signaled to her soldiers investigating the room, who quickly stormed past us and filed into the hall. She followed a moment later, as did the Dragon Father.

“As for you,” Alessara said, fastening her gaze upon me. “My daughter made it clear to me that you were—that you are—her choice to be consort. It is the greatest honor an Avetharri male can know, and double that for a human. But it would seem that you are going to have to fight for that privilege now.”

“I am ready, Your Majesty,” I said. “What would you have me do?”

She studied me for a moment, then nodded as if she’d come to a decision. “I want you and Sister Vinarys to travel to Tari Barad. I will inform Legate Morovir that you will be taking command of the Legion forces there. I want every soldier in the fort to be at Tella Lanthir by nightfall.”

I blinked. I wasn’t just surprised, I was downright stunned. I was an officer in the Blue Legion, but a low-ranking one. There were dozens of other centurions stationed at the garrison at any given time, and Legate Morovir commanded all the Legion forces in the province.

“You don’t wish the Legate to organize the men?” I asked.

“Morovir will be coordinating with the tribunes to rally our troops stationed in the other fiefdoms,” the Sovereign said. “Besides, you are a Wyrm Lord, and it is time for everyone to accept your authority whether they wish to or not.”

Alessara gave me another appraising look, and I swore her blue eyes were peering right through me. “Can you handle this?”

I nodded firmly. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Good.” She held my gaze for another moment before turning to Vinarys. “You will go with him as a means of bolstering his authority. Whatever rumors they’ve heard about the Blood Mother’s declaration need to be quashed as soon as possible. Everyone needs to know that Lord Farric is a dragon, and that he is Princess Kyriel’s rightful consort.”

“I’ll give a sermon to every legionary in the tower if that’s what it takes,” Vin said, bowing. “But…”

“But what?” Alessara prompted.

“Does Windsong truly believe they can stand up against all the Great Houses like this?”

The Sovereign sighed softly. “They may not need to. They’ll be furious that he did this, but they’ll also be furious when we reveal that I’ve chosen Sol to be her consort instead. I wouldn’t be surprised if most of them wait to see how this plays out before taking any actions.”

“But surely Lord Windsong fears your retribution,” Vinarys said. “You could unleash a storm upon Oro Sarn!”

“Not if he’s pulled back every wyvern in the Skywatch,” Alessara said. I saw a flicker of something on her face—doubt, perhaps?—but then she shook her head and buried it. “I must go and speak with the court. Get to Tari Barad as soon as possible. I want those soldiers at Tella Lanthir by nightfall.”

“They’ll be there, Your Majesty,” I assured her.

The Sovereign gave us both another hard look, then nodded and strode out of the room. The last few Wyrmguard soldiers in the hallway joined her, leaving Vinarys and I alone.

“Lahara protect her,” Vin said as she looked around the princess’s empty room one more time. “I can’t believe that Theovar or his family would do something like this…”

“We’ll get her back,” I told her, and I meant the words more than any I’d ever spoken. “But we need to…”

I paused as an idea belatedly struck me. If Kyriel had traveled through the Pale for some reason, maybe there was a way for us to follow her.

“Can you contact Duatha?” I asked.

Vin shook her head. “No. Kyriel’s the only one who can command him. I don’t quite understand why or how, but it’s been like that ever since she met him. He acts like her guardian.”

I pursed my lips. “Any chance he’ll rescue her for us?”

“Unfortunately, I doubt it. Without a body, he can only interact with the physical world in a very limited capacity.” She paused. “Kyri also can’t summon him without using her powers. But if she’s able to use them, she could just escape on her own.”

“One assumes they have a plan for that,” I muttered. “But who knows, maybe we’ll get lucky and she’ll show up at the front gates in a few hours with Theovar’s head. She can throw that on the floor of the throne room and see how the court reacts.”

Vin smiled, but it was faint. “We should get to the tower. The sooner we march, the sooner we can get her back.”


Interlude: Caged
Kyriel


Kyriel awoke gradually, as if she’d had far too much wine and not enough time to sleep it off. She couldn’t see anything even after she’d opened her eyes all the way, and she felt so cold and weak that she wondered if she had been trapped in the Pale. The thought triggered a surge of panic deep in her gut, but she forced herself to take a breath and try to stay calm. There were no demonic whispers assaulting her mind, nor any pain in her tattooed arm from the vatari being corrupted. And as the rest of her senses slowly recovered, she realized she could hear the rattle of moving wheels, the idle clanks of shuffling armor, and the frustrated snorts of working horses.

A wagon. She was inside a covered wagon.

As if to confirm her theory, the wheels hit a bump in the road, throwing her body against a padded surface. She tried to reach out and physically explore her surroundings only to realize that her hands were shackled behind her back.

“Le’thos!” she snarled, though the curse came out as little more than a muffled hiss through the wad of cloth gagging her mouth. Her ankles were bound together as well, and a quick test revealed there was no obvious means of breaking free from her restraints.

Her thoughts flashed back to her last memories before she had lost consciousness: speaking with Vinarys, taking a walk on her balcony, feeling the hand close over her mouth and the alchemical fumes flooding her nostrils…

Kyriel snarled into her gag. A surge of indignant rage flooded through her body, banishing any lingering sedating effects of the compound she’d inhaled. She vowed then and there to personally rip out the throat of whoever had done this to her.

What she didn’t understand was how anyone had been able to reach her balcony in the first place. The Wyrmguard were the most elite soldiers in Lostrien; they weren’t even considered for the position without a century of training and combat experience in both blade and spell. The only reason Kyriel herself could escape them was because she could walk through the Pale…

The Pale.

Yes, that must have been it. Her assailant, whoever he was, must have traveled through the shadow realm to reach her. But she wasn’t aware of a single other channeler in the province who possessed that ability. Palerending was banned throughout the Empire—the risks of inadvertently creating a tear in the Veil were too great. Only the drow ever flirted with such unpredictable magic, but they were a rare sight in Lostrien. And besides, her family had always been on good terms with House Teviss. It must have been someone else…but who?

I can figure out who’s responsible later, she thought to herself. Right now, I should use the same power to escape.

Gritting her teeth, Kyriel tried to channel her dark power…only to realize she couldn’t feel the energies of the Pale at all. It was as if the shadow realm no longer existed.

Or was beyond her reach.

She cursed into her gag again, but her anger and frustration were rapidly transforming into fear. Whoever had kidnapped her must have known about her powers and planned accordingly. The bindings on her wrists and ankles must have been suppression shackles, devices filled with so much vatari that they absorbed magic energy before channelers could shape it into anything. They were designed to neutralize sorcerers, but they were clearly capable of absorbing magic from the Pale as well as the Aether.

Which meant that she was trapped. And there was nothing she could do about it.

Dragons do not panic, her mother had told her countless times. But then, Alessara hadn’t been kidnapped on the cusp of her First Mating…

Fastening her eyes shut, Kyriel tried to focus on keeping her breathing steady while she thought things through. The only viable culprits here were the Great House scions, one of whom must have finally had enough with diplomacy and decided to take matters into their own hands. Perhaps they had hired a drow shadow knight to kidnap her, or perhaps one of the families had been researching shadow magic in secret. If that was the case, the Grand Magister was going to be furious. He would need to send word to Tir Lanathel and inform the Witch Hunters…

But that wasn’t going to help her in the here and now. Her only viable option was to bide her time, wait for the culprit to identify himself, and then explain to him in crystal-clear terms how Sovereign Alessara would obliterate his entire family line if he so much as laid a finger on her.

Kyriel allowed that vengeful thought to sustain her while the wagon continued moving. She heard the occasional murmur of conversation outside, but she couldn’t make out enough words over the rattling wood and squeezing wheels to learn anything about her captors or her location. The ambient noise grew even louder when the terrain worsened and the wagon continuously shook her around. They must have moved off the road into the hills somewhere, but since she had no idea how long she’d been unconscious, that didn’t exactly narrow things down.

She guessed that about half an hour passed before the wagon came to an abrupt halt. She heard the sound of men moving outside—heavily armored men, judging from the clanking of metal—and it wasn’t long before her cage started moving. She considered trying to cry out for help, but she wouldn’t have been able to say anything coherent through her gag. And besides, it struck her as highly unlikely that any of her captors would care about her protests regardless. They probably thought she was still unconscious, in which case her best bet was to play along and hope she was presented with an opportunity to catch them by surprise.

Kyriel remained shrouded in darkness even when her cage moved, and from the swaying motion and grunts of exertion, she reasoned that she was being carried somewhere. The crunch of her captors’ boots began to echo, suggesting that she had been moved inside a building or a cave. After another minute or so, they set her cage down and walked away.

She sat there in silence for what felt like a small eternity before she heard movement again. By then, she had already rubbed her wrists and ankles raw trying to get out of her restraints, and her mind had unhelpfully conjured up dozens of horrible fates that might be awaiting her. But the new footsteps approaching her moved with haste and purpose, and she heard a few muffled, echoing voices before someone pulled the shroud off her cage.

Kyriel had indeed been brought into a cave, and while the lighting was dim—just a single blue glowstone on the wall—her eyes had grown so accustomed to the darkness that she had to squint as if she were looking at the sun. It took several moments for her to make out three distinct figures nearby. Two were standing by the exit to the cave, while the third was directly in front of her. As the latter came into focus, she immediately recognized his Skywatch tabard and his Windsong family crest.

“My apologies for the accommodations, Your Highness,” Theovar Windsong said, offering her a short bow. “I didn’t expect you’d be awake for some time yet.”

Kyriel snarled into her gag. If not for her restraints, she would have lashed out and pummeled him into oblivion, but she was completely powerless and he knew it.

“Give us some privacy,” Theovar said, turning to the other two men. Now that her eyes had readjusted, she could see that they were both Liege Guards, the elite soldiers responsible for protecting Great House scions. While they weren’t typically sorcerers like the Wyrmguard, their moonsilver plate armor was so durable they may as well have been wearing suits of solid rock.

The two men left through the cave’s only visible entrance directly to her left. Kyriel wondered if it led directly outside or if they were deeper inside a network of caverns. Based on how long her cage had been carried after leaving the wagon, she assumed the latter.

“I truly am sorry it had to come to this,” Theovar said, his voice lowering even though they were alone. “We gave your mother every opportunity to make the right decision, but she refused to listen to reason.”

He placed his hand on her cage, and she saw the faintest flash of magic in his fingers as he unsealed the locking rune. After opening the door, he stepped inside and unfastened her gag.

“Cretok vith’rell!” she spat the moment her mouth was free. Drow curses weren’t a typical part of her repertoire, but nothing in the highborn tongue seemed viscous enough for the situation. “In’loil de e’trit!”

“I don’t blame you for being upset,” Theovar said, stepping back to the edge of the cage as she twisted in her restraints. “Like I said, I wish it hadn’t come to this. But you needn’t worry: we’ve offered your mother one last chance at parley. I expect her army to meet us near the Crossroads tomorrow.”

“You bastard!” Kyriel snarled. “My mother won’t agree to anything! She’ll summon a storm that drowns Oro Sarn!”

He shrugged calmly. “We’ll see soon enough. I still hold out hope that she’ll come to her senses before it’s too late.”

“Too late for what? For you to rape me because you didn’t get your way?”

Theovar’s face twisted as if she had just stabbed him. “What? Of course not! How could you even think such a thing?”

“You have me shackled in a cage!” Kyriel shouted. “What am I supposed to think is going to happen?”

“I would never harm you, Kyri,” he insisted. “I’m doing this for you…and for Lostrien.”

“Have you lost your mind? Do you seriously think I’d let you touch me after this?”

Theovar swallowed heavily, then stepped all the way out of the cage and closed it behind him. “What I think is that you’re young and confused. But in time, you’ll realize that this is the only reasonable path forward.”

“Reasonable? You kidnapped me from the palace! By the time my mother is finished with you, there won’t even be a House Windsong.”

“You and I both know that your mother isn’t as strong as she’d like everyone to believe,” he said. “A hundred years ago, your family commanded an army of over a hundred thousand dustborn slaves. But thanks to her ridiculous decree, her forces are now a fraction that size.”

“She doesn’t need an army to destroy you! She’s a dragon!”

Theovar snorted softly. “There’s more going on here than you realize. Despite what you think, I didn’t bring you here to make you my prisoner—I brought you here to save you.”

“Save me? Are you—?”

“From your affliction,” he added.

Kyriel froze, and the rage boiling inside her transformed into confusion. “What are you talking about?”

“Oh, I know all about the curse that Lord Bastrel placed on your mother,” Theovar said, his lips curling into an insufferably smug smile. “And how it has kept you from achieving your true potential.”

An uncomfortable chill rippled down Kyriel’s spine. Her mother had done everything possible to conceal the truth about Bastrel’s curse from the public. The Great Houses were aware that her mother had been rendered sterile, and they obviously knew that Kyriel lacked the ability to transform into a dragon. But they had never been given the full explanation, nor did they know anything about her Palerending abilities. And the Vaz Gorati had assured everyone that while their princess may not have been able to transform, she still possessed the two most important qualities of a female Wyrm Lord—dragon blood and a healthy, fertile womb.

“You’ve been suffering in silence all your life,” Theovar said. “Denied the power of the Aether. Denied the glory of your birthright. But with my help, you will finally be able to transform. And once you do, you can become what you were born to be: the Dragon Sovereign of Lostrien.”

Kyriel tried and failed to swallow the lump rising in her throat. Was it possible? Did he actually have some means of freeing her from Bastrel’s curse? None of the Grand Magister’s sorcerers had been able to figure it out, nor had Vinarys or her mother, for that matter. Theovar had a reputation as a reasonably skilled channeler himself, but he had focused on training on arcane archery, not pure spellcraft. It seemed impossible that he of all people could have solved this mystery.

“All I ask in return is the chance to be your first consort,” Theovar said, his smile widening. “It’s a small price to pay for the boon I’m offering, don’t you think?”

“I have a consort,” Kyriel replied defiantly. “A dragon consort.”

His lip twitched. “What?”

“I made my decision. Lord Farric is my consort. He has already bonded with his concubine.”

Kyriel had the satisfaction of watching Theovar’s smile dissolve and his eyes flicker with rage. She had been wondering if his spies in Tir Bereth would have figured out what was going on, but evidently not. The houses had been distracted by the Tirzak search just like she’d hoped.

“You’re too late, Theovar,” Kyriel said. “Let me go now, and I’ll try to convince my mother to show you mercy.”

His jaw clenched. “The human can have his concubine. What matters is that he hasn’t bonded with you yet.”

Kyriel swallowed. She wanted to convince him that it was too late, that Sol had already claimed her virtue and planted his dragon seed inside her. But she was a terrible liar, and she could tell that Theovar knew the truth regardless.

“He isn’t your consort,” Theovar said. “And he never will be.”

“Sol is a real dragon—even you must understand that by now.”

“But he can’t lift your curse. Only one person can.”

Kyriel scoffed. “You expect me to believe that you discovered a cure when none of the magisters could?”

“You have every right to be skeptical,” Theovar said. “To prove it to you, there’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

He turned to the side and whistled. The shrill sound echoed through the caves, and Kyriel expected his guards to return through the tunnel exit on her left. But instead, something stirred in the darkness to her right. She hadn’t even realized there was apparently more to the cave that she couldn’t see.

Another male figure eventually appeared in the dim light, this one wrapped in a black robe with a deep hood. His posture was so stooped she assumed he was quite old, but when he got closer, she saw that his eerily pale face seemed young, though badly scarred. His right arm hung at his side as if it were wounded.

“Allow me to introduce the newest vassal of House Windsong,” Theovar said, smiling. “Rilas Bastrel…the only man in Lostrien who can lift your curse.”

“What?” Kyriel gasped.

“It is a great honor to finally meet you in person, Your Highness,” the hooded man replied in a weak, raspy voice. “And a great pity that my father and your mother were never able to resolve their differences peacefully.”

Her breath froze in her throat. She tried to get a better look at him as he moved near Theovar, but the man’s hood was too deep. All she could see was a single winter blue eye and another that appeared completely frosted over in blindness.

“There are no more Bastrels,” she insisted. “They were all hanged twenty years ago!”

“Not all,” Theovar said. “Evidently, his mother escaped.”

Kyriel slowly shook her head. “My father told me that everyone who aided in his rebellion was put down, even his harem members. And the innocent ones who were let go weren’t pregnant.”

“My mother was his seventh wife, barely more than an uncollared harlot in my father’s eyes,” Rilas said. “He never consulted her with his plans. I doubt he even intended to give her a son.”

He grunted and shook his head beneath his hood. “But thankfully, she was smarter than he realized. She knew his rebellion was doomed to fail, and she knew that his harem would likely be strung up with him in the aftermath. At the very least, she knew that the Vaz Gorati would use their magic to terminate her pregnancy to ensure that the Bastrel line died with him.”

Kyriel grimaced. Her father had said that none of the surviving harem members were pregnant, but he might have been shielding her from the truth. The Vaz Gorati had a long history of ensuring that “unworthy females” didn’t carry potential dragon children to term. Concubines were protected by their loyalty collars, but more than one male dragon had been caught accidentally seeding a secret mistress, be they someone else’s wife or even a whore who had struck their fancy. The harem members of dragons who sinned against the Empire were also neutralized to terminate the offending bloodline.

“I didn’t bring him here so he could tell you his life story,” Theovar said, giving the other man a vaguely annoyed look. “I just needed to prove that he is indeed the son of Lumos Bastrel…and to explain why I’m confident he can help end your curse. It is tied to his family’s blood.”

“I am eager to aid you, Your Highness,” Rilas said, offering her a bow. “To begin to make up for the injustices of my family.”

Kyriel scoffed. “Your father tried to destroy Lostrien!”

“But he is not his father, nor is his mother responsible for those crimes,” Theovar put in. “It is why I’ve offered him amnesty. If he can help you—if he can help us—then we can finally begin to heal the wounds that have been festering in our province for far too long.”

“The ritual is nearly ready, my lord,” Rilas said. “Once your men bring the last supplies, we can begin.”

Theovar nodded, though his eyes lingered on the princess. “You see now what I have to offer. Rilas will lift this curse…right after we’ve negotiated terms with your mother.”

“Terms?” Kyriel asked. “What terms?”

“Despite what you might think of me, Kyri, I have no interest in plunging the province into another civil war,” Theovar said. “We may have forced her hand, but we still have a great deal to offer her. The Windsong-Valostri alliance will be powerful indeed, especially once you’ve been cured.”

“She will never forgive you for this,” Kyriel said. “No matter what you think you can offer.”

“We’ll find out soon enough. In the meantime, I’m afraid you’ll have to stay here as our guest. But don’t worry—no harm will come to you.”

Theovar smiled. “After all, you are the next Dragon Sovereign of Lostrien,” he said. “And I am your loyal consort.”


7
Rallying Cry


The ride from Tir Bereth to Tari Barad was a short one, but Vinarys and I kept our horses at a canter to ensure we could cover the distance in an hour. I looked up wistfully at the huge tower as we approached, as if it had been ten years since I’d been here rather than a week. My life had changed so quickly that I already felt an odd sense of dissonance with my past life. The Sol who had been stationed here may as well have been an entirely different person.

Under better circumstances, it might have been gratifying to return in such a triumphant manner—not as Centurion Farric, but as Wyrm Lord Farric with his Vaz Gorati priestess in tow. The Sol of a week ago would have loved the opportunity to loom over the highborn officers who resented being forced to spend time with lowly dustborn, even as their commanders. But sadly, the Sol of right now had far more important things on his mind than a petty chip on his shoulder. Princess Kyriel was in trouble, and harnessing the might of the Blue Legion might be the only way we could get her back.

“You know, I’ve never visited Tari Barard before,” Vinarys commented as we approached the soldiers at the palisade surrounding the base of the wide tower. “Were you stationed here long?”

“Off and on ever since I enlisted,” I told her, slowing my horse to let her catch up and get beside me. “The bunks in the tower are the closest thing I’ve had to a consistent home.”

Her eyes flicked upward. “It’s so much bigger and thicker than I expected. Just like you.”

I could tell that she was trying to help ease the tension, and I appreciated the effort. But until I knew that Kyriel was safe, I wasn’t in the mood for her usual antics.

Several other officers came out to greet us, mostly my fellow dustborn centurions but a few of the highborn tribunes as well. I was once again pleased that the Sovereign planned to handle Legate Morovir herself, because I had no interest in dealing with that stubborn fool unless I had to. I had barely spoken a dozen words to the man over the years—he was the living personification of the Avetharri elite who interacted as little as possible with the dustborn under his command.

The highborn tribunes weren’t happy about the extra authority I’d been given, and I doubted that many of them believed I was a real dragon. But with the Sovereign’s orders in my hand and a Vaz Gorati priestess at my side, there wasn’t much they could do about it. I sent them off to organize the men as quickly as possible so that we could march to camp at the edge of the province before nightfall.

The garrison came alive once I delivered the Sovereign’s orders. Perhaps half an hour later, I was standing in the tower’s war room with Vinarys when a familiar face appeared in the doorway.

“By Zinshasa’s knickers, the victor of the Midsummer Games has finally decided to grace us with his presence,” Ranger-Captain Arindur said.

I glanced up from the war map on the table. The tall man looked more haggard than he had the last time I’d seen him a week ago. His leather armor was splattered with dirt and mud, and his blond hair had the rustled look of someone who had just been flying on the back of a wyvern. Yet despite the grime, his highborn face was as smug as punchable as always.

“Everyone’s been talking about you as much as the Tirzak recently,” Arindur added as he stepped into the room. “Some say you cheated in the tournament. Others say you even managed to trick the Vaz Gorati into believing you’re a dragon.”

“He is a dragon,” Vinarys said forcefully.

Arindur raised an eyebrow at her. “With all due respect, Sister, that’s not what I’ve heard. They say he tricked everyone but the Blood Mother herself.”

“Mother Sianeth made a mistake, but it has since been corrected.” Vin crossed her arms. “You will show Lord Farric the respect he is due.”

Arindur scoffed. “Lord? You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Vin’s eyes flashed in annoyance, but I held up my hand before she could interject.

“It’s all right, I’ll handle this,” I soothed, circling around the table and striding up to the other man. “It’s been a long time coming.”

I stood face-to-face with him, my jaw locked and my expression cold. Arindur didn’t flinch or back down in the slightest.

“An uncivilized brute like you being granted the greatest gift in the world?” Arindur asked. “You’ll forgive me if I have my doubts.”

I shrugged. “Maybe your goddess got sick of watching all her scrawny layabout children ruin her Empire and decided to change things up.”

His jaw hardened, and I could feel Vinarys’s frustration rising behind me. It occurred to me that I had never actually seen her act like a traditional Vaz Gorati priestess—which was to say, like an imperious cunt—and I was curious to know what that would even look like. The only time I’d heard her raise her voice was when she was crying out my name and begging me to spill on her.

But before I had a chance to find out, Arindur snickered and clapped me on the shoulder.

“I still can’t believe you didn’t get yourself killed in the Parthanex,” the ranger said, shaking his head. “But I bet you regret ignoring my advice now, don’t you? Could have been sitting in your villa in the Span instead of being wrapped up in all this madness.”

“True,” I replied, clapping his shoulder back. “But then I wouldn’t be here getting to boss you around.”

Arindur snorted, and we shared a brief chuckle. Behind me, Vinarys shook her head.

“I don’t understand,” she said. “Are the two of you friends?”

I shook my head. “Definitely not. He’d never stoop to that level.”

“I just enjoy taking his silver when we’re playing Plyjak,” Arindur agreed.

“Not the last few times, you haven’t.”

Vinarys seemed as confused as before, perhaps even more so. “Males are bizarre creatures…”

Arindur and I shared another chuckle as I moved back to the table.

“So what I’ve heard is true, then?” he asked. “You really do have the blood? And Princess Kyriel is really considering you as her consort?”

My smile faded at the mention of Kyriel’s name, and my stomach once again twisted into knots.

“The princess has already chosen him as her consort,” Vinarys said. “Lord Farric was victorious in the Tasting, and he has been granted the right of First Mating.”

“Trust me, it’s as difficult for me to believe as anyone,” I told him.

“I doubt that very much,” Arindur muttered. He looked me up and down as if seeing me for the first time. “So many different rumors have been flying around that I tried my best to ignore them outright. But once I was assigned to the scouting patrols in the Peaks, I started hearing the same things from much more important people.”

“So you’ve been out there recently?” I asked, leaning across the table. “I haven’t heard any news in days. Did you find anything?”

Arindur stayed quiet for a moment, clearly struggling to process everything. I didn’t blame him in the least.

“Erm, not as much as we’d hoped,” he managed eventually. “The storm yesterday really threw things off—made it difficult to fly and washed away any tracks we might have been able to follow. Though frankly, I’m not convinced it would have mattered either way.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“Because the bugs spend most of their time moving underground. They aren’t stupid enough to build a clutch in the open where a dragon could destroy it in a single pass. Anything important will be buried deep, which means we’d need a lot more men to actually find anything. Hundreds at a minimum, probably thousands if we’re being realistic. Tirzak hunters are more clever than people think.”

“Like most of us dustborn,” I replied dryly.

Arindur snorted. “I explained all this to Sky-Commander Theovar and anyone else who was willing to listen, but I don’t think it sunk in. And to be honest, I understand why. The bugs can hide all they want, but they can’t attack anything without exposing themselves and getting roasted. It’s difficult to imagine them becoming a serious threat.”

“That might have been true in the past, but they have more channelers in their ranks now,” I said. “Channelers who can apparently wield light magic.”

Arindur pressed his lips into a tight line. “I heard one of the others mention that, but it seems impossible,” he said. “Only the Godsworn have ever wielded that kind of power, and it’s been a long time since anyone has confronted a true disciple of the Old Gods.”

“I know how unlikely it sounds, but we saw their powers with our own eyes. We can’t afford to underestimate them.”

“Perhaps not.” The ranger hesitated for a moment. “That’s not the only reason the officers weren’t taking things as seriously as they should have, though.”

“What do you mean?”

“It was abundantly clear that Commander Theovar wanted to be at court in Tir Bereth, not flying around the mountains. The same was true of Knight-Commander Akathi and plenty of the other officers. But then, you know how it is with their kind.”

“Humor me,” I prompted.

Arindur gave me a curious look. “The rank-and-file knights, rangers, and riders get along just fine, but the officers were all watching their backs. At first, I figured it was business as usual—Akathi leophon knights and Windsong wyvern riders have been rivals for thousands of years. But after talking to some of the others in camp, I realized it’s all about what happened at the princess’s Tasting. Or what didn’t happen, I suppose. They didn’t believe she’d chosen a consort, so they were all still in competition with one another.”

I shared a look with Vinarys.

“The Sovereign hoped the scouting mission would keep them off-balance for a few days,” I said. “And give me more time to figure out how to transform again.”

Arindur looked me up and down. “You can’t transform?”

“Not consciously.” I sighed. “It’s a long story. Right now we need to focus on getting everyone armed, ready, and marching for Tella Lanthir. The Sovereign intends to meet Lord Windsong for a parley at Bastrel’s Fall.”

He eyed me for another moment, clearly curious to learn more about my abilities. But he bit his tongue for the moment and nodded instead. “I can’t believe they abducted the princess,” he said. “And I really can’t believe they thought it was a good idea.”

“Maybe there’s still a chance the Windsongs will come to their senses,” I said, though my words lacked conviction. “Personally, I can’t believe they’re willing to face the Sovereign in battle after she had crushed House Bastrel so thoroughly. They must have a plan.”

“They may not need one. Most of the Skywatch is loyal to them, so they’ll control the sky. Even a dragon can’t take on a hundred wyverns at once.” Arindur drew in a long, slow breath. “But Dragon Father Malion is an experienced commander and tactician. I’m sure he has a plan.”

I nodded absently. Arindur was from a smaller vassal house in the Veldrachi Highlands, so his family had been loyal to the Starmantles for thousands of years. If memory served, it was why he had joined the rangers in the first place.

“Then it’s up to us to get him the forces he needs,” I said. “Come on, you can help me get the men organized. We need to be moving soon if there’s any hope of reaching camp before dark.”

[image: ]

The war camp had already been constructed by the time I led my soldiers into Tella Lanthir, the last outpost separating the lowlands and highlands of House Valostri’s ancient fiefdom. The watchtowers were a small fraction of the size of Tari Barad, and the wooden palisade blocking the road wasn’t particularly impressive or intimidating. But no army had attempted to assault the Wyrmshade Forest from this direction in thousands of years, and Tella Lanthir had long ago evolved into something closer to a logging village than a military base. The huge tavern got an enormous amount of business from traders along the Sovereign’s Path, and I’d spent more than my fair share of nights here drinking and gambling with folk from across the province.

Tonight, things were different. I had thousands of men at my back, and I was responsible for getting them organized and settled so that we could march first thing in the morning. There would be no time for fun and games.

Still, I was proud of how the Legion had responded so far. The men were surprised but not panicked, and they had reacted more positively to my sudden increase in authority than I could have hoped. Some of that was undoubtedly because I was human and therefore instantly more popular than any of the elven officers who would otherwise have been leading them, but Vinarys had also done a remarkable job of selling my “story” to anyone who would listen. I was no longer merely a centurion, but a soldier who’d become a gladiator and then a dragon. The tale almost wrote itself, and she told it with great vigor.

“Not exactly the most fortified camp I’ve ever seen,” Arindur commented as we sat atop our horses at the edge of the village.

“It will work well enough,” I said, sweeping my gaze around the area as our soldiers moved toward the rows and rows of tents which had been erected for us. “If you wouldn’t mind, go ahead and find the Dragon Father and let him know I’ll be along once I get the officers settled.”

He nodded. “Right. I’ll be in the command tent.”

As he headed off across the camp, I couldn’t help but marvel at the sheer number of villagers who were out aiding the soldiers. Scores of men were working at the various barricades, and a near equal number of women seemed to be preparing food and supplies. Nearly all of them were human, and I wondered how many were old enough to remember the last time the Legion had marched toward the Crossroads. It was a stark reminder of how twenty years was a generation for humans but scarcely the blink of an eye for our elven overlords.

“I will spread word to the laborers,” Vinarys said. “All must hear the tale of the dustborn hero, Lord Farric, and his quest to rescue the princess.”

She flashed me one of her many sly grins, but it was still far more muted than normal. With Kyriel in danger, even Vin couldn’t muster the same playful energy.

“Try not to bore them too much,” I said.

“Darling, you’re impressive enough on your own,” Vin assured me. “Now let me go spread your gospel to the masses.”

I watched her ride off for a moment, then steered my own horse into the camp. Despite how hastily everything had been constructed, it wasn’t difficult to coordinate with other officers and help organize the various cohorts. And by the time I’d finished, Vin’s stories about me had clearly reached the ears of every human in the settlement. I was genuinely mystified by how reverent their gazes became in short order. If I could have transformed for them, I might have been able to start my own religion on the spot.

Had the circumstances been different, I might have enjoyed the extra attention. But not now, with the future so uncertain. “Dragon Consort” would ring hollow as a title until I got Kyriel back.

Once the Legion officers were settled, I made my way across camp to the large command tent where the Dragon Father was presumably waiting for me. Unfortunately, I didn’t know precisely what I could contribute to the overall battle plan here. I had learned many skills during my time in the Legion, but I was no grand military strategist. I understood the basics of warfare, naturally, but most of my fighting experience came from battling bandits and monsters, not armies of organized soldiers. Only a small handful of the legionaries in Tari Barad had been old enough to fight during Bastrel’s Betrayal, and that was the last serious clash between armies.

Nevertheless, I planned to do whatever was required of me. I would fight all the way to Oro Sarn myself if that was what it took to free Kyriel. And if that smug Windsong bastard had laid even a single hand on her…

Burying the thought, I moved past the Wyrmguards standing outside and entered the tent. Malion was indeed inside, and he was currently looking over a detailed map of southeastern Lostrien sprawled across a wide table. The only other person with him at the moment was Arindur.

“Good, you’re here,” Malion said, waving me over. “We have much to discuss.”

“Your Grace,” I said, offering him a respectful bow as I entered. Given how contemptuous he had been of me at first, I still found it shocking that he was willing to invite me into his command tent at all. But then, the man standing in front of me barely seemed to have anything in common with the one I’d met in the Parthanex. Clad in full moonsilver plate armor with a longsword propped up behind him, Malion Starmantle looked like a veteran commander, not a well-dressed highborn fop. Frankly, the transformation was every bit as incredible as his wife changing from a beautiful queen to a terrifying dragon.

“I just received word from my allies in Oro Sarn,” Malion said. “Haberian has mustered ten thousand men for the parley.”

“Ten thousand?” I asked, looking down at the figures on the map. “That has to be half of his entire army.”

“Yes, he’s been pulling men off the northern and eastern border outposts ever since the Tasting. Mostly pikemen and cavalry, but plenty of his sorcerers as well. And that’s on top of his wyverns—I’d expect at least a hundred of those in the area, probably more.”

I whistled softly. All six thousand men stationed near the capital were here in camp, including the men I’d brought from Tari Barad as well as two other cohorts who had rallied here from the western border of the fiefdom. The Sovereign had spent the rest of the day in court attempting to get help from the other houses, but it didn’t seem that she’d had much success. We had a cohort of the Starmantle soldiers who had been in Tir Bereth for the Tasting, but there was no sign of any House Akathi leophon knights.

To be generous, some of that could have been due to time constraints—no one could get their forces here in a single day. But the fact that none of the patriarchs had sent even a squad of their house soldiers stationed in Tir Bereth spoke volumes. As the Sovereign feared, they were content to wait and see how this played out before taking any direct action.

That, or they were enraged when she’d finally told them that the princess had chosen me as her consort.

“Make no mistake, there will be no agreement tomorrow,” Malion said firmly. “My hope is that Windsong’s men will cower at our show of force. It’s one thing to oppose a dragon in theory, but it’s quite another to look one in the eye across a battlefield. With luck, enough of his men will realize the foolishness of his plan and break before the battle gets out of hand.”

As if on cue, I heard the thunderous pounding of dragon wings overhead. I pushed open the flap of the tent to look outside and saw her massive blue body in the sky. Thanks to the three-quarters moon, she cast a long shadow over the camp…and as it moved, I could feel a wave of awe and reverence rippling through the soldiers. Standing against a dragon would be horrifying, but the opposite was also true—nothing would inspire the men more than the sight of a near invincible creature fighting at their side.

Personally, I was amazed by Alessara’s patience. If I could have transformed into a mighty wyrm, I would have been tempted to fly off and try to rescue Kyriel myself despite the risks.

“She’ll land and speak to us soon,” Malion said, beckoning me back inside. “Walking amongst the soldiers is as important as flying over them.”

“With all due respect, Your Grace, I’m not convinced that the Windsong forces will break,” Arindur said once I had come back inside and closed the flap. “What is our plan if they don’t?”

“Like most of the Great Houses, Haberian has never seen any value in investing in his dustborn armies,” Malion told him. “They are poorly trained and equipped. Our cavalry will trample them like grass.”

He flicked over one of the tiny figures on the board. I smiled at the irony, and a part of me was tempted to ask him how much he had opposed his wife’s decision to invest so heavily in the Blue Legion. But this wasn’t the time or place to settle old grudges.

“I’m much more concerned about their wyverns, Your Grace,” Arindur commented. “The Sovereign can’t fight them all, and we’ll be badly outnumbered in the sky.”

“The diviners predict another storm tomorrow,” Malion said. “The Sovereign will intensify its effect to minimize the enemy’s advantage. The wind and lightning will keep them from establishing full aerial supremacy, and it will also conceal our movements.”

He paused, then pointed at the map. “You will be positioning your rangers here in the hills north of the parley. You’ll be in an excellent position to harass any wyvern strikes trying to flank us from the north by flying over the Doriath Mountains.”

Arindur considered. “The storm will also make it more difficult for us to hit anything.”

“Only with conventional arrows. Haberian may have his wyverns, but we have the Veldrachi rangers, which means we also have more arcane archers than he does. All you need to do is harass them long enough for us—for me—to drive my sword though that bastard’s gullet.”

“What about the princess, Your Grace?” I asked. “Lord Windsong will surely attempt to use her as leverage. If a battle does break out, he could threaten to harm her.”

“He can’t harm her,” Malion said. “All he cares about is having his son mate with her. Once Haberian and Theovar are dead, his surviving officers will be given a chance to hand her over. If they refuse, we’ll mount all their heads on pikes like we did with the Bastrels.”

His jaw clenched, and he looked as if he were about to spit flame himself.

“But don’t worry, I have no intention of leaving her fate to chance,” he added, his voice cooling slightly. “We’re going to get her. The only problem is that my spies in Oro Sarn have also told me that Kyriel isn’t in the city or the castle.”

I shared a surprised glance with Arindur.

“If she’s not there, where is she?” I asked.

“We don’t know precisely, but this is another reason I want the rangers in the hills.” Malion pointed at the map again. “No one seems to have any idea how Haberian pulled this off, but his son has evidently taken his wyvern into these hills multiple times today. My guess is that Windsong has a hidden outpost there. Haberian is probably worried that if he kept her in the castle, one of his own people would realize the insanity of this gambit and try to help her.”

“Those hills stretch east for many miles, Your Grace,” Arindur said as he studied the map. “Scouting them could take a long time even if we aren’t being attacked.”

“For regular trackers, yes. But the best rangers in Lostrien will find a way, I’m sure of it.”

Arindur didn’t seem particularly confident. In fact, he appeared anything but.

“There might be another way,” I said. “When I went into the Peaks to find Kyriel a few days ago, Sister Vinarys was able to help track her.”

“How?” Arindur asked.

“Her amulet. I’m not certain how or why it works, but we never could have found her in that valley without it.”

Malion’s eyes narrowed in thought. “Vinarys has never mentioned anything about that before.”

I pursed my lips. I wasn’t sure exactly how much Kyriel’s parents knew about her unique powers, but Arindur obviously didn’t know anything. Kyriel would want to keep it that way.

“All I know is what I saw, Your Grace,” I said, hoping to avoid any more serious questions. “I’ll ask her if she thinks it will work again. If so, then—”

“Then you should go with the rangers,” Malion said. “I had been considering that option anyway.”

I frowned. “You don’t wish me to stay with the legionaries?”

“If you’re as good as everyone seems to think you are, then yes, having you at the vanguard during the parley would be quite useful.” He took a deep breath and seemed to size me up. “But you could be even more useful in the hills. As much as I’m looking forward to feeding Haberian his own entrails, Kyriel is our top priority. You can help the rangers search…and if Vinarys can help track her down quickly, that’s all the better.”

“I will go and speak with her now, then,” I said.

“Good.” Malion paused for a heartbeat, then looked at Arindur. “Will you give us a moment, Captain?”

“Of course, Your Grace,” the ranger replied with a bow. He tossed me a sideways glance as he left, undoubtedly wondering what else the Dragon Father wanted to say to me.

Malion stayed silent for a few more seconds, then leaned all the way upright from the table and circled around to stand directly in front of me. I was taller than him, but only by a few inches. His noble finery really had made him seem smaller and weaker than he was.

“You should be aware that I warned my daughter about you after you won the Tasting,” he said. “I told her that even considering you for consort was a mistake.”

“I assumed as much,” I replied. “Has anything made you change your mind?”

“No,” he said flatly. “But Kyriel did. She’s convinced that you’re the one who can give her the strongest child, and the Sovereign decided to let her make the decision herself.”

“Your Grace, I promise I will make a worthy—”

“I don’t need your promises, human,” Malion cut in. “What I need from you is action. If you really are a dragon—if you really can transform like my daughter says—then this is the time for you to prove it. Get her back, no matter what it takes.”

I gritted my teeth and nodded firmly. “I will.”

He stared hard into my eyes for several heartbeats, then nodded back. “Then go and find Sister Vinarys. Inform her that the two of you will be rescuing my daughter…and saving Lostrien in the process.”


Interlude: Scion of Shadow
Kyriel


Another crash of thunder shook the dark cave, and Kyriel held her breath as she waited for the cries of battle to follow in its wake. But this storm was a natural one, not the byproduct of her mother’s sorcery, so all she could hear was the angry howl of the wind and the patter of distant rain.

There was no army charging in to crush House Windsong’s forces…at least, not yet. She still didn’t know precisely where she was, but unless Theovar was a complete and utter fool, they were surely far enough away that it would take her mother a few days to rally the Blue Legion and march into battle. In the meantime, Kyriel would be alone for another night, and there was absolutely nothing she could do about it.

It could be worse, she told herself as she tugged futilely against her restraints. He could have taken me to Oro Sarn and shackled me to his bed.

The thought made Kyriel so nauseous she nearly coughed up the stew the guards had fed her a few hours ago. She had almost refused to eat altogether, and a part of her wished she had. But she’d ultimately convinced herself that going hungry wouldn’t help anyone. She needed to keep up her strength if she had any chance of escape.

Nevertheless, the mere sight of Theovar was so infuriating it obliterated her appetite, and listening to him endlessly regurgitate his justifications for kidnapping her made it even worse. According to him, he was doing this for her benefit. He genuinely believed that a consort alliance between Valostri and Windsong would make the province stronger than ever, especially when he gave her a dragon child. He was the hero of his own deluded story, and there was no convincing him otherwise.

Yet in a way, that delusion was also Kyriel’s saving grace, because at this point he could have simply hauled her back to his chambers and claimed the rite of First Mating through violence. She was grimly fortunate that the ego of the man who saw himself as her savior couldn’t abide something as grotesque as rape.

Not yet, anyway. But she was never going to consent to anything he offered her, and he was never going to take no for an answer. She had to figure out a way to escape before those competing realities reached their inevitable conclusion.

“The storm is getting worse.”

Kyriel gasped at the unexpected voice coming out of the shadows. A few moments later, Rilas Bastrel emerged from the darkness of the cave, his face shrouded by the deep shadows of his black hood.

“Your mother’s army will reach us tomorrow,” he added as he moved within a few yards of the cage, “and I expect the tempest will grow in size and fury along with her reach. They say the storm she summoned on the day she killed my father was so intense it flooded the entire Vale.”

“What do you want?” Kyriel growled.

Rilas held up a pale hand. “There’s no need to be angry—I’m not here to hurt you, Your Highness. But I heard you stirring, and I thought perhaps I could keep you company on this dark and lonely night.”

“I don’t need company. But if you want to remove my bindings, I’ll ensure that my mother grants you a swift death.”

He chuckled. “Lord Theovar said you were headstrong. Good. Dragons should never be meek, especially ones from your illustrious bloodline.”

Kyriel glared at him, hoping he would take the hint and leave. She hadn’t seen him since Theovar’s introduction, and she had no interest in getting to know the misbegotten son of a traitor even if he could somehow lift her curse.

“You know, it’s interesting,” Rilas said. “I should revile you, Princess. Not just for who you are, but for what your family did to mine. But I thought it important for you to know that I don’t harbor any malice toward you whatsoever. Because despite how different we seem, you and I are actually very much alike.”

“You can’t be serious,” Kyriel said.

Rilas chuckled again, though it came out more like a coughing wheeze thanks to his raspy voice. “I understand your confusion. After all, we certainly don’t share the same pleasant appearance, and you’ve been given everything that I’ve been denied. Training, wealth, family…and most importantly of all, respect.”

“You think you deserve any of those things after what your father did?”

“As Lord Theovar said during our first meeting, I am not my father. Just like you are not your mother. We may live in the shadow of our parents’ mistakes, but we don’t have to be eclipsed by them.”

Kyriel sighed. “Is there a point to this?”

“Just making conversation, Your Highness,” Rilas said. “Since you are destined to become Dragon Sovereign someday, I thought you might wish to understand the consequences of your mother’s decision to end the Bastrel line.”

Her eyes narrowed, and she felt a dark tingle race down her spine. Even though his tone remained cordial, there was something else in his voice. Something…malevolent.

“I didn’t get the chance to finish telling you about my mother earlier,” Rilas continued. “Only that she fled after the rebellion, and that she died shortly after I was born. But the details are worth knowing, especially for our future Sovereign.”

Thunder crashed outside the cave again, one so loud it rattled through the cave.

“My mother was no survivalist—she knew she would never survive a trip through the Peaks on her own,” Rilas said as the echo died down. But she was good friends with a faeyn ranger in my father’s employ, and he believed he could guide her over the Garothi Peaks and smuggle her into Sorthaal. But as you know better than anyone, the people of Lostrien constantly underestimate the Tirzak threat, even now.”

Kyriel’s brow furrowed. “The Tirzak? They were in the Peaks twenty years ago?”

“They’ve been in the Peaks in one form or another for countless centuries. Not in the same number as today, of course, but there were still more than enough to ambush a pregnant woman led by an overconfident guide.”

“Wait,” she said, shaking her head sitting up as best she could despite her shackles, “if your mother was killed by the Tirzak while she was pregnant, how are you alive?”

“Because the mantis warriors understood who she was,” Rilas said. “Or rather, what she was: the brood wife of a dragon, pregnant with his child.”

“How could they possibly know that?”

“Is it really surprising that the clutch-mothers pay close attention to their surroundings? The Tirzak have been preyed upon by dragons for generations, so they cannot afford to be overconfident. If my father had known about them, he would have flown into the Peaks and obliterated them himself. But instead, the clutch-mothers found themselves in possession of his last heir.”

Rilas took in a deep, shuddering breath. “They understood the potential of having a dragon child, you see, so they kept my mother alive long enough for her to give birth. After that…well, I’m sure she eventually made a fine meal for the hunters who captured her in the first place.”

Kyriel’s stomach knotted in horror. “If this is some twisted attempt to scare me into submission, it won’t work.”

“I’m not trying to scare you, Princess—I’m trying to educate you,” Rilas said. “And to prove that you and I have more in common than you realize. The house scions want you for your dragon blood, and the Tirzak wanted me for the same reason. But they had to wait for many years to see if my powers manifest. And regrettably, they weren’t the most…nurturing parents.”

He pulled back his hood, and Kyriel had to stifle a gasp. Rilas had the look of a young man no older than her, but the entire right side of his face was badly burned…and yet his skin was so deathly pale the scars blended in without looking close. His hair was so black that it made the contrast even more striking.

“But the Tirzak did teach me the harsh lessons I needed to survive,” Rilas continued. “Cunning. Patience. Self-reliance. And most of all, the importance of mastering the gifts we’ve been given. Because like you, it wasn’t dragon blood that saved me—it was my connection to the greatest untapped source of power in all creation.”

The air hissed and popped as a flash of green flame appeared over his right hand. Yet even when he moved it close to the bars of her cage, Kyriel didn’t feel any heat. It was the same Palefire she had launched from her bow countless times.

“The shadows of the Pale have sustained me in ways that conventional magic never could,” Rilas said. “Just like they’ve sustained you.”

“You don’t know anything about me,” Kyriel whispered.

“On the contrary, I know everything about you,” Rilas countered. “We both have powers that make us unique—powers that even dragons fear to explore. You have used yours to become a deadly huntress; I have used mine to discover magic beyond anything mere sorcerers could ever hope to wield. Imagine what we could accomplish if we worked together, the poisoned princess and the deformed scion…”

“Is that why Theovar sent you in here? To have someone else try and convince me that we’re all on the same side?”

“Lord Theovar accepted my help because he believes I’m the only one who can lift the curse my father placed upon you. And he’s right—your affliction is tied to Bastrel blood.” Rilas paused and smiled. “What he doesn’t understand is that it is a gift, not a curse.”

The tingle Kyriel had felt creeping down her spine turned into a warning shudder. “You don’t have any intention of removing it, do you?”

“Why would I? Why would you wish me to, when the gift has made you so formidable?”

“You lied to him,” she hissed.

“Yes,” Rilas replied bluntly. “The Windsongs are not to be trusted. Believe what you will about my father, but he is the one who was betrayed. First by your mother when she chose Malion Starmantle rather than a dragon scion, and then by Haberian Windsong when he pledged to aid our house in its rebellion only to change sides after your mother’s forces attacked.”

He snuffed out the Palefire in his hand. “The Windsongs have yet to pay for their treachery…but that is finally about to change.”

Kyriel swallowed anxiously. “Why are you telling me all of this? What do you want from me?”

“The same as all the other scions, Your Highness,” Rilas said. “I am here for the chance to build a new future with the Dragon Princess of Lostrien. But unlike the pretenders, my claim is legitimate.”

He placed his good hand on the bars of her cage. At first, she feared he might be about to open it and assault her…but then she watched in shock as his pale skin began to transform into scales. His black hair receded, his jaw protruded, and after a few more seconds, Rilas Bastrel was no longer a weak, disfigured Avetharri man.

He was an eight-foot-tall white Wyrmidon.

“Your mother refused to mate with a dragon,” he said, his voice still raspy but easily twice as deep thanks to his half-dragon form. “I’m confident that you won’t make that same mistake.”

Kyriel scooted as far back into the cage as her ankle restraints would allow. Rilas’s scales were as pale as his skin had been and every bit as scarred, and she noticed that his right eye remained glazed over in blindness. His left was still blue, but brighter and with a vertical reptilian pupil in the center. His lame arm remained shorter than the other, but it no longer dangled limply from his side.

“You have nothing to fear from me, Your Highness,” Rilas said. “As I keep telling you, we are kindred spirits. Like you, I had to fight to unlock my powers, and now I can help you along the same path.”

“You’re mad,” she breathed. “My mother will destroy you and Theovar both!”

He chuckled as he leaned away from the cage. “She won’t need to destroy him. I will gladly do that for her.”

“All by yourself? He must have gathered his entire house army by now. Windsong commands thousands of men and hundreds of wyvern riders. Even a dragon is no match for that.”

“True,” Rilas said. “But fortunately, I am no longer the only member of House Bastrel. The rest of my adopted family will be here soon.”

Kyriel’s gut filled with dread as the truth belatedly struck her. She had been caught so flat-footed by his family name that she hadn’t put the pieces together until this instant.

“The Tirzak,” she whispered. “You are leading the Tirzak?”

“As I said, it is important for us to master the gifts we’ve been given,” Rilas said. “You see, when I came of age and my powers began to manifest, it didn’t take long for the clutch-mothers to realize that their gambit had paid off. Against all odds, they had raised their own dragon. Who better to lead them in battle against the Wyrm Lords who nearly eradicated them?”

He laughed, a deep, gravelly sound like a shovel scraping the walls. “I wanted nothing to do with them, of course. They were cold and brutal. As my powers grew, they became more and more determined to control me, which only increased my desire to destroy them. And I almost did just that…until I learned there was another way. You see, the Pale may be a realm of demons and shadows, but it is also a realm of lost knowledge and ancient truths. The more time I spent beyond the Veil, the more the whispers revealed to me, including secrets known only to the gods themselves.”

Kyriel swallowed heavily. “What have you done?”

“I have rediscovered what has been lost,” Rilas said. “We Avetharri think ourselves powerful. We command the Aether, and the blood of the Dragon Goddess flows in our veins. But the gods of the old world weren’t powerful because their followers could channel magic on their own—they were powerful because they could grant magic to them.”

Kyriel’s mouth sagged open as she remembered her first battle with the Tirzak. They had been wielding light magic, a power that had once been bestowed by the Old Gods before the Wyrm Lords had defeated and imprisoned them. But when she had viewed them from within the Pale, she also had seen strange tendrils emanating from the Tirzak channeler, as if he had been connected to something in the distance.

“Can you imagine a civilization where power came from faith rather than blood?” Rilas asked. “Where only the worthy could wield and maintain power? That is what was lost ages ago. Our ancestors buried the gods rather than trying to understand them. I intend to correct that mistake…but I will need your help.”

“You’re insane,” Kyriel whispered. “You’re going to slaughter your own kind on behalf of the monsters who maimed you?”

“I don’t intend to slaughter anyone who doesn’t deserve it. But we both know that the Empire has long since succumbed to corruption and decadence. The Great Houses fight amongst each other. Selfish Sovereigns drain their provinces of resources. And all the while, the Emperor and his Council remain silent in their distant volcano.”

Rilas pressed his white draconic head up against the bars of the cage. “The two of us can remake Lostrien, Your Highness. But to do that, we must be willing to escape the shadow of our parents’ mistakes…and that is exactly what we’re going to do. Bastrel and Valostri, united as one. As it was always meant to be.”

Kyriel’s heart pounded in her chest, and for the first time she actually wished that Theovar or one of his men were nearby…

“Try and get some rest now,” Rilas suggested. “Tomorrow will be a great moment in the history of the Empire, and we all need to be ready for it.”

He reared back his head, and she watched in horror and amazement as his white scales returned to pale flesh. He looked sickly and weak again as he retrieved his black robe and threw it back over his deformed body.

“Oh, and don’t bother calling out—there’s no one left to hear you,” Rilas said, his lone blue eye glittering. “Just like after tomorrow, there will be no one left to oppose me.”


8
The Search


I was halfway across the camp when I spotted Vinarys concluding another short sermon to a group of legionaries. They seemed properly inspired by her words, and once she finished, she continued gliding across the camp with her usual confident, graceful gait. I caught up to her near my tent, and she flashed me a pleasant but weary smile.

“Spreading the word of your glorious deeds is much easier with the legionaries than the nobles in the palace,” she commented. “These soldiers actually want to hear tales about the glorious human dustborn.”

“Hopefully you aren’t exaggerating too much,” I said, steering her toward the large campfire outside the officer’s tents. “A week ago, I was a low-ranking officer most of them probably didn’t know by name.”

“They know you now, and they’re eager to fight at your side. I get the feeling they’d march anywhere on behalf of the human dragon.” Vinarys squeezed my arm through my leather cuirass. “Though it wouldn’t hurt if you grew a scale or two while doing the rounds tonight.”

I snorted softly as we stopped in front of the fire. While there were plenty of other legionaries nearby, they made a concerted effort to give us space and privacy. The way they looked at me had definitely changed. In terms of projecting power and authority, having a Vaz Gorati priestess at my side was almost as effective as having scales.

“I wish it were that easy,” I said. “If I’d been able to change again, we might have prevented this from ever happening.”

“I doubt that,” Vinarys whispered, her expression sinking as she held her hands over the fire. “Theovar has been after Kyriel from the moment she came of age. I knew he was obsessed, but if he is willing to do something as insane as this, he was never going to listen to reason. They must have been plotting this from the moment he lost the Tasting.”

I nodded distantly, still wishing we knew how they had pulled off this abduction in the first place. Maybe I’d give Theovar a chance to explain it before I ran him through.

“I still can’t believe that Lord Windsong is stupid enough to think that Sovereign Alessara would accept his terms,” Vinarys added. “Even if you weren’t a factor, she could never agree to give Kyriel away. It would make her look weak to the other houses and the Empire as a whole. The court would try to overthrow her.”

“The Dragon Father has no intention of negotiating,” I said. “I think he’d personally gut every Windsong in the province even if they apologized and handed Kyriel back to us tonight.”

Vin smiled faintly. “He’s not consort by accident. He utterly thrashed most of the competing house scions when it was time for Sovereign Alessara to choose her first consort. He may not have been a dragon, but he was—he is—one of the best swordsmen in the province.”

I swept my gaze around the camp. “Well, it would have been nice if some of the other patriarchs had seen reason, but it would appear that we’re mostly on our own.”

“House Valostri has ruled in Tir Bereth for ten thousand years—that’s a lot of time for old grudges to fester,” Vinarys said. “Though from what I’ve read, things were different when every important family had a dragon. It made the price of war between the houses that much higher. But now…”

Vin sighed, and her green eyes seemed to get lost in the fire for a while before she looked up at me again. “All the more reason to get Kyri back. We need you on top of her putting as many new dragons inside her as you can.”

I managed a smile, but it was forced. The mention of Kyriel’s name made me imagine her chained up and helpless in a dungeon somewhere. My stomach clenched, and my hands balled into fists at my sides. Even though it was completely suicidal, it was still tempting to hop on a wyvern and launch an assault on the Windsong army all by myself.

“Well, we need to find her first,” I said. “The Dragon Father’s spies in Oro Sarn told him that she isn’t being kept in the castle. He believes she’s being held in a secret base or encampment somewhere in the foothills north of the Crossroads. And while he and the Sovereign march to the parley, he wants us to try and rescue her.”

Vinarys blinked. “Those foothills stretch for dozens of miles along the Doriath Mountains. Does he have any idea where to look?”

“No, but he hopes that you do.” I pointed at her emerald amulet. “You were able to track Kyriel when we were in the Peaks. Can you do it again?”

“Only if she’s used her powers recently,” Vin said. “And we’d need to be close.”

“How close?”

“I don’t know precisely, maybe a mile or two at most. It depends how much Pale energy she’s channeled and absorbed in her tattoos.” She shook her head. “But if she is able to use her powers, she may have escaped already.”

“If she can free herself, it would sure make things easy. But it’s probably best to assume they’ve figured out some way to keep her in place.” I sighed. “The Veldrachi Rangers are the best trackers in the province, but it could take days to search an area that size. Even if we get into position ahead of the army, we’ll only have a few hours at most.”

Vinarys pulled her hands back from the fire. “I suppose there’s a chance I could find a faint trail, but there’s no way to know until we’re there.”

“Unfortunately, I don’t think we have any better options. We have to find her. She’s far too valuable for them to treat her like a hostage and threaten to harm her, but…”

I trailed off. The entire reason the Windsongs had captured her was to claim the right to her First Mating. They probably wanted her to agree willingly, but it was always possible that Theovar might attempt to take it by force. And if he did…

No, I scolded myself. Don’t even think about that. Stay focused.

“Since we’re talking about your amulet,” I said, “you’ve never told me how it works.”

Vinarys looked down at the dark green gemstone dangling above her breasts. “It’s…complicated.”

“We have the time for you to explain.”

“Erm,” she mumbled, idly rubbing the stone between her thumb and forefinger. She had been damn cagey about that every time I’d asked, and she still didn’t seem eager to talk about it. I’d been willing to let it go in the past, but that was before it was our only means of finding and rescuing Kyriel.

“If that thing can help us locate the princess, I need to know more about it,” I told her. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I was under the impression that dragon priestesses aren’t supposed to keep secrets from their Wyrm Lord.”

Vinarys flinched. “It’s not a secret. I really don’t know how it works. At least, not exactly.”

“But?” I prompted.

She rubbed it for another heartbeat, then glanced around the camp and nodded toward my tent. She followed closely behind me as I passed through the flap. The interior wasn’t as luxurious as the Dragon Father’s command tent, of course, but it was still far larger and better appointed than any tent I’d slept in. A nice bedroll, an equipment rack, a wooden tub…it wasn’t much different than my officer’s quarters in Tari Barad, all things considered.

Vinarys paused once we were inside, then unclasped the amulet and placed it in her hand. Her slender neck looked strange without it. Despite the fact she’d spent dozens of hours naked and thrashing beneath me this past week, it was the one accessory she had never removed.

“We believe it can track and absorb Pale energy because that’s where it comes from,” she said.

My brow furrowed. “You took a gemstone out of the shadow realm?”

“Yes, but it’s not quite that simple.” Vin paused again as if trying to find the right words. “The abridged version is that Kyriel found the amulet the first time she ventured into the Pale. She didn’t shift through the Veil intentionally, and she had no idea how to get back. That was when she saw Duatha for the first time. She assumed he was some demonic creature that wanted to attack her, but he didn’t. Instead, he led her to this.”

“Mm,” I murmured, still frowning. “Given all the stories I’ve heard about demons tricking and possessing people, I don’t think you could have paid me enough golden drakadas to touch a strange amulet.”

“She was trapped and out of options. But you’re right, it was dangerous. And it still is, though not for the reasons you might think.” Vinarys turned the amulet over to reveal a silver backing with a symbol inscribed upon it. “Is this familiar to you?”

I leaned in to study it more closely. It was quite small, but it appeared to be a crescent moon with an arrow piercing its center.

“It’s similar to the symbol of Aluthil,” I commented.

“Close, but it’s much older than any of the Dragon Apostles,” Vinarys said. “It’s an ancient symbol of Shalassa.”

My furrowed brow rose in surprise. “The Old God?”

“Yes. My sisterhood describes her as the ‘Shadowblade,’ a murderous deity of darkness, shadows, and trickery. But the Godsworn worship her as the ‘Moonmaiden,’ a benevolent goddess of hunting, mysteries, and twilight.”

“Interesting,” I whispered. I was about as far as one could be from a scholar, particularly of ancient religions, but I immediately understood why she’d said it was dangerous for a different reason. “So you’re a Vaz Gorati priestess walking around with an Old God relic? That sounds scandalous.”

“Not just scandalous—heretical,” Vinarys said. “I never would have kept it if it wasn’t useful. But somehow, touching it gave Kyriel the knowledge she needed to shift back into the physical world. And when we learned that it could be used to drain the corruption out of her vatari markings when she Paleshifted…well, we couldn’t afford to get rid of it then.”

She let me examine it for another moment, then promptly returned it to her neck.

“There’s a little more to it, but that’s the important part,” Vin said. “It isn’t easy to find information on the Old Gods and their secrets that hasn’t been carefully curated by my sisterhood. But from what I could find, Shalassa was also worshiped by ancient mariners as a navigator whose light could lead them to safe harbor. Maybe that explains why it can find Kyri?”

“Maybe,” I said, though my mind was going in a different direction. An ancient goddess of the hunt who dwelt in twilight…the mental picture it conjured in my mind was eerily similar to the princess herself.

“In any event, I hope it can find her again,” Vinarys said. “But there are no guarantees.”

I nodded soberly. “It’s still our best chance…though to be perfectly honest, I’d feel better if you were back in the palace with Lia where it’s safe.”

“After last night, the palace doesn’t seem much safer than a battlefield. Besides, it’s not like I’m helpless. I might not know how to handle a sword, but I can help you swing yours a lot harder. And if anyone gets hurt, I’m a far better healer than any of the other sorcerers or Vaz Gorati acolytes.”

“I know,” I said, reaching and giving her arm a comforting squeeze. “I’ll let the Dragon Father know that our tracking method isn’t perfect, but it’s the best we’ve got. And I’ll confer with Arindur about his plans as well. The rangers will probably set out several hours ahead of the army, so we’ll need to be up early.”

“I’ll be ready, darling,” Vinarys said. “I’ve never let Kyri down before, and I don’t intend to start now.”
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It had been almost a year since I’d slept in a military camp while expecting to do battle the next morning, and that particular excursion had only involved me leading fifty legionaries against an enclave of pirates near the coast in the Andolus Drylands. I had never been part of a war camp with stakes this high, let alone while alongside an army of soldiers. The entire situation was surreal.

And maddening. Not because I was resting in an officer’s tent on the hard ground, but because I didn’t want to be resting at all. I wanted to be out there fighting to get Kyriel back right now…

I doubted that I would have been able to get any sleep at all without Vinarys. No one batted an eyelash when she stayed in my tent with me—if anything, it only helped to reinforce her sermons about the fact that I was a dragon and she was my priestess. I was a little concerned that she might try to force intimacy to help me relax, but she didn’t.

At least, not the sexual kind. When she curled up with me in my bedroll, she used her blood magic to help me relax while her fingers worked at my tense muscles. And then, after she had turned my body into mush, she curled up in my arms and let me hold her against me all night. Back in the palace, we had struggled to keep our hands off each other for more than a few hours at a time, but I genuinely appreciated the opportunity to lie next to her and soak in her heat.

Raindrops started pattering against the tent about halfway through the night, and distant rumbles of thunder woke me up on more than one occasion. The showers paused for a while in the morning, but the angry clouds in the east suggested that Sovereign Alessara might not need to summon magical cover for our army. Summer storm season was in full swing, and it appeared that we would be riding straight into it.

I was on my horse with my armor donned when the first rays of sunlight split through the nearly impenetrable layer of dense clouds. Vinarys and I joined Arindur’s rangers shortly thereafter.

With all of us mounted, we were able to travel a dozen miles before the army was set to start marching. I was wary of being spotted by Windsong’s scouts, since they were undoubtedly patrolling the entire area, but the heavy cloud cover and occasional showers helped mask our approach. When they didn’t, Arindur and his men stepped in. The Veldrachi rangers were trained for this sort of thing, after all, and they used their sorcery to conceal our horses behind a thick, clinging fog.

Once we approached the foothills surrounding the Doriath Mountains, we abandoned our horses and continued on foot. The terrain got rough in a hurry, but as we moved higher, I could see much farther across the plains to the south. The Crossroads—a modest town at the intersection between the fiefdoms of Blackwood Vale, the Sallow Steppes, and the Wyrmshade Forest—was only a few miles away, and Bastrel’s Fall was about five miles south of that. The Sovereign’s army planned to arrive at the parley near noon, so we still had a few hours to try and find the princess.

But it quickly became clear that was unlikely to be enough. Arindur and his rangers didn’t find any tracks or other signs of a hidden outpost as we moved, and Vin’s amulet wasn’t offering us any guidance, either. The only good news was that between the rain and natural mist it created, we had plenty of cover to avoid being spotted by Windsong’s aerial sentries even without the aid of magic fog. The rangers were able to find an excellent position where they could fire at any wyverns who attempted to swoop over the mountains and ambush our army from the north.

“We need to keep searching farther east,” I told Arindur once his men had begun spreading out and camouflaging their positions in preparation for a potential ambush. “We should be able to cover a few more miles before the parley.”

“You might be able to walk that far, but that doesn’t mean you’ll be able to search it,” he said as the two of us and Vinarys crouched in the shadows of a rocky outcropping. “These hills go for dozens of square miles. And if Windsong has an outpost here that no one knows about, it’s probably small and well concealed. You might as well be trying to find a single blade of grass in a field.”

I nodded gravely. There was a crash of thunder in the distance, and the rain picked up again right afterward. I had managed to keep Vinarys and I dry so far with an Aetheric armor spell—the invisible barrier blocked everything, whether it was raindrops or arrowheads—but I was grateful to finally have a break beneath the overhang. My arms were tingling from channeling for too long.

“We have to look around regardless,” I said. “Sister Vinarys and I will head east and—”

“Wait,” Vin interrupted, her green eyes narrowing. “I sense something.”

Arindur and I shared a surprised look, then waited expectantly for her to continue. She remained silent for several heartbeats before she nodded.

“It’s faint,” she said. “But she must be out there.”

“Out where?” Arindur asked, eyeing the amulet warily. We had told him that it might be able to help us find Kyriel, but he had no idea how or why it worked.

“More north than east,” Vin said. “We’ll need to get closer.”

The ranger pursed his lips. “The farther north you go, the rockier it gets. If this Windsong outpost is in the actual mountains instead of the foothills, it will be difficult to find and even harder to reach.”

“It doesn’t sound like we have much choice,” I said. “Besides, my earth magic can help if we need it.”

Arindur studied Vinarys for a few heartbeats, then looked back at me. “Then I’ll come with you.”

My eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Don’t you need to stay and organize your men?”

“They’re elite highborn rangers, not dustborn peasants playing soldier. They don’t need to be told how to do their jobs.”

Vin looked offended on my behalf, but I just snorted. One day, I’d have to explain to her how mockery and a healthy bit of mutual loathing were integral parts of lasting male friendships.

“Besides, the higher you go into the mountains, the easier you’ll be to spot,” Arindur added. “Some extra fog cover can’t hurt.”

I nodded. Having some extra muscle along also wouldn’t hurt—the Windsongs couldn’t possibly be stupid enough to leave a prize like Kyriel lightly guarded.

“Then let’s get moving,” I said. “The Sovereign’s army could be in position any time.”


Interlude: Parley
Malion


The march from Tella Lanthir to Bastrel’s Fall was long, cold, and miserable. Had he the option, Malion Starmantle would have tried to wait out the storm rather than ask his men to travel over muddy roads and water-logged plains, but the tides of war were rarely so considerate. Twenty years ago, he had led an army in this exact same direction with nearly the exact same weather conditions, and he hadn’t been given much of a choice then, either. Lumos Bastrel had betrayed the Sovereign, just like Haberian Windsong had betrayed her now.

The difference was that today, the fate of their daughter was on the line. And the moment they’d learned that Windsong was responsible, Malion had promised himself that he wouldn’t rest until Kyriel was safe.

Gritting his teeth in frustration, Malion continued forward on his steed at the head of the army. The Crossroads was long behind them now, and Bastrel’s Fall was up ahead. A sea of old memories crashed over him, few of them good. The battle with House Bastrel had been a predictably bloody affair, though the Starmantle forces under his command had suffered far fewer losses than the Blue Legion. The flanking attacks from his cavalry and ranger regiments had decimated the enemy backline and ultimately allowed Alessara to rain death from above without worrying about storms of arrows or defensive barriers.

But then she had decided to engage Bastrel alone, and the dark curse he had laid upon her continued to shape the future of Lostrien long after his death. It might even end up destroying the province altogether, depending on how this battle went.

Because there was going to be a battle, Malion had absolutely no doubts about that. No matter what Haberian said, no matter what deal he offered or what threats he made, Malion was going to kill him. Though preferably not until after he’d been forced to watch his first son have his head liberated from his shoulders.

Malion contented himself with thoughts of vengeance for a solid half an hour before General Laeryl came trotting back from the vanguard of the formation. Like most of the other officers—including Malion himself—she had shielded herself with magic to keep her gear and blue scale armor from being water-logged thanks to the rain.

“Report from Captain Arindur, Your Grace,” she said as she fell back into formation alongside him. “The rangers are in position. The search for the princess is ongoing.”

“Good,” he said, his eyes sweeping over the uneven plains. The northwestern part of Blackwood Vale was a lush, fertile expanse of grasslands, though with all the rain and fog, he couldn’t see more than a few hundred feet in any direction. He had positioned sentries at their flanks to warn of a potential surprise attack, and their riders in the air would ensure that the Windsong wyverns didn’t swoop in for an aerial assault. All in all, the poor weather worked to their advantage.

Nevertheless, he still didn’t enjoy being so blind. Twenty years ago, Alessara had conjured the covering storm herself, and it had given them a great deal more control.

But those days had passed, in more ways than one.

As if on cue, a deafening roar cut through the thunder, and he looked up to see the Sovereign swoop past overhead, her immense blue body fearlessly darting between the ominous black storm clouds. Hopefully the soldiers in the Blue Legion would be inspired by her presence despite the huge number of wyvern shadows in the distance.

“The forward scouts also report that the Windsong army is waiting for us,” Laeryl added. “He has closer to twelve thousand men with him—they must have pulled even more soldiers from the border outposts.”

Malion’s lip twitched. Under normal conditions, it would have been a serious tactical mistake on Haberian’s part. In just two more days, the Starmantle forces could be in position in the northern Steppes, and they had more than enough men to punch through a garrison at half strength. In three or four days at the most, they could be at the gates of Oro Sarn.

But with Kyriel in Windsong’s hands, they simply couldn’t afford to wait. Haberian was betting everything on this little parley of his. His arrogance was truly something to behold.

“Most of them will break at the sight of a dragon swooping down upon them,” Malion said. “Whereas our men will hold the line.”

“Yes, Your Grace,” Laeryl said.

She didn’t sound particularly confident in the capabilities of the Legion, and Malion didn’t blame her. Dustborn were weak and inexperienced by their very nature; by the time they trained enough to become skilled at anything, their bodies were already rotting away.

But it was the Legion’s fighting spirit, not its competence, which he was counting on today. After all, one of their own had dragon blood. Their morale had visibly improved the moment Centurion Farric had arrived in camp last night, and Sister Vinarys had also amplified the effect by telling the story of his rise from soldier to gladiator to dragon. Now they were fighting for the Sovereign who had given them their freedom and for a man who offered them hope for the future.

A few days ago, Malion would have rolled his eyes at such a sentiment, and he was worried that he was overestimating the human even now. But given the circumstances, he had no choice but to hope that Kyriel’s impressions of Farric were right.

“Get all the cohorts into position,” he said. “I expect every formation to be perfect.”

“At once, Your Grace,” Laeryl said. She tugged on the reins of her mount and rode off to relay his orders.

Perhaps twenty minutes later, he spotted the outline of the Windsong army waiting for them. Visibility was still poor, but he could see them well enough to confirm that Haberian had indeed brought more men than they had anticipated. His dustborn weren’t nearly as well armed as the Legion—most of them were equipped with little more than spears and basic gambesons, and none had any magical training like the Aetherblades. But like any army of a Great House, they would benefit from the protection of the army’s sorcerers, who could ensure that even a dragon couldn’t wipe them out with a single strafing run. They were supported by several hundred highborn cavalry and a thousand house archers as well.

It was an impressive force, no doubt, though that was mostly due to the wyverns circling overhead. There had to be at least thirty of them visible in the air at any given time, with probably twice or even three times that many reserves waiting to be called into the fight. While the beasts may not have been able to spit fire like true dragons, they could easily swoop down and rip apart anything in their path. Most of the riders would also be arcane archers or battle sorcerers, making them quite deadly on their own.

Still, the armies today were smaller than those of the last war. Over fifty thousand men had fought on these plains twenty years ago, and well over half had perished. Malion had a feeling that today would be just as red by the time the dead were counted.

He brought the army to a halt several hundred yards in front of the enemy. Laeryl seemed to have successfully organized the cohorts so that they could protect their own archers and sorcerers from any potential flanking maneuvers, though Malion doubted Haberian would try anything so clever. The Windsongs would rely on their air power as they always did, and the Sovereign would simply have to figure out a way to counter them.

Malion glanced up as Alessara took another loop over the army, then briefly disappeared into the clouds before landing at the back of the formation. She slowly walked down the center of the ranks, her yellow eyes giving all the tribunes and centurions a meaningful look before finally making her way up to him. The rain glistened upon her blue scales but didn’t appear to be running off them.

“The orders have been given,” Malion said. “Everyone is in position.”

She turned her head to look down at him. “Kyriel?”

“The rangers are still looking for her. We could make Haberian wait a while longer for death, if you prefer.”

Her eyes narrowed, and he could feel her reaching out to the Aether for guidance. While elemental and illusion magic had always been her strengths, she had been trying to learn more divination channeling techniques over time. But even the most experienced Seers struggled at predicting the future, and he didn’t know what guidance she expected the Aether to give her.

“We shall speak with him now,” Alessara said. “I want to hear his excuses before I tear out his throat.”

Malion smiled up at her. It felt like it had been a long time since he’d done that, but nothing brought people together like shared fury. Even those who had grown apart a long time ago.

“You two, fall in,” he said, gesturing to the mounted Wyrmguard soldiers behind them. They moved to flank him protectively on either side, at which point the entire group started forward.

As they moved, he found himself wondering what Windsong’s men must have been thinking watching a dragon and three mounted men crossing the field between the armies. Would seeing the Sovereign in the form of a blue wyrm convince them to turn on their idiotic leader? For their sake, Malion hoped so. While he had no intention of allowing any Windsong to leave the battlefield alive, he had no interest in destroying a bunch of hapless dustborn for no reason. And any of the vassal houses in the Sallow Steppes which had actively opposed Haberian’s idiocy would instantly gain Malion’s favor.

But there was no point in dwelling on that now. They had moved perhaps twenty yards when four Windsong riders started forward to meet them. Three of the men wore closed, winged helmets that concealed their faces, marking them as Liege Guards. Lord Haberian himself was the fourth, but Theovar was nowhere to be found. Malion was disappointed but not entirely surprised; the Windsong patriarch wasn’t quite stupid enough to give the Sovereign a chance to kill the two most important members of his house at the same time. He might have stayed back with the army, though it was also conceivable that he was with Kyriel. The thought made Malion’s sword arm twitch.

His first impression of Haberian was that the man looked far too confident for someone who was riding up to a dragon who could devour him—or blast him to cinders—in the blink of an eye. Malion could sense the aura of an Aetheric barrier surrounding the patriarch, and he was naturally clad in his full bronze-tinted Windsong armor. Neither would be a match for a dragon’s teeth or lightning breath, however, so his confidence still seemed badly misplaced.

His entourage came to a halt about ten yards away. Neither he nor any of his Liege Guards had drawn their weapons, though one of the men was holding something in his arms. It was round and approximately the size of a kite shield, though it was currently covered by a black shroud as if to protect it from the rain.

For a moment, the only sound on the plains was the patter of rain against metal armor and the rumble of thunder on the distant horizon. But then Haberian reached up to remove his own helmet, and gave the Sovereign a smug, self-satisfied smile.

“Your Majesty,” he said with an abbreviated nod. “Thank you for coming on such short notice.”

“You’re lucky she hasn’t razed your castle to the ground,” Malion growled. It took every spark of willpower he could muster not to leap out of the saddle. “Where is my daughter?”

Haberian’s smile widened. “There’s no reason for you to worry, old friend. Princess Kyriel is quite safe, I assure you. But since you have repeatedly refused to listen to reason, I had no choice but to force the issue.”

“Force the issue?” Alessara snapped, her draconic voice booming over the rolling thunder. “Is that what you call this? Have you gone completely mad?”

“I assure you, my mind is clearer than ever,” Haberian said. “As is my memory. That’s why I wanted to meet here on these same fields where my loyal warriors defended you against the traitor twenty years ago. I thought it might help you remember that without our aid, Valostri and Starmantle would have both been destroyed.”

Malion scoffed. “What I remember is a loyal man who put the prosperity of the province above his own petty ambitions. Whatever happened to him, I wonder?”

Haberian’s smile faded. “What happened is that House Windsong has spent generations blindly following the lead of House Valostri while asking nothing in return. But that time has come to an end. Our service—our sacrifice—is about to be rewarded. And as long as Her Majesty is willing to be reasonable, there is still time for us to make a deal that will benefit us all.”

“The only deal I’m prepared to make is the one where you beg for your miserable life,” the Sovereign snarled, taking a menacing step forward. The Windsong horses all stirred nervously, but their riders managed to keep them from bolting. “Give us Kyriel right now, or I will obliterate your entire army!”

“And if your son has so much as touched my daughter,” Malion added, his voice as sharp as steel, “I will skin you alive and feed you to your wyverns.”

Haberian scoffed, then shook his head. “How far you’ve fallen, old friend. Would you truly allow your daughter to be violated by a human savage rather than provide her with a proper Avetharri consort?”

Malion almost attacked. It would have been so easy to conjure a fireball and blast that smug look off the other man’s face. Even if the Liege Guards reacted with defensive magic in time, Malion was confident that his rage would give him all the strength he needed to cut them down one after another. The thought of anyone touching his precious daughter would give him more strength than the Aether ever could.

“Do you honestly believe this scheme of yours is going to work?” Malion snarled instead. “Do you think we’ll surrender and give you Kyriel? Or that the other houses will go along with it even if we did?”

“I don’t see them here to protest,” Haberian said, mockingly panning his gaze across their army. “As much as they talk and bluster, they all know they’re no match for our wyverns. Even united, they couldn’t stand against the might of our three houses working together.”

“Enough words!” Alessara boomed. “Hand over my daughter, or I will destroy you and your house!”

“Oh, I don’t think you will, Your Majesty. In fact, I don’t think you can.” His grin returned, more confident than ever. “Now, I suggest you agree to my proposal. Because if you don’t, I will reveal your dirty little secret to the court and bring a swift end to ten thousand years of Valostri rule.”

A tense silence descended over the field, followed by a cold gust of wind that splattered even colder rain on everyone’s faces. Malion’s stomach clenched, and Alessara’s yellow eyes had gone wide.

He couldn’t possibly know the truth, the Dragon Father thought. No one does.

“What are you talking about?” he asked, trying to keep his voice as hard as before.

“There’s little point in playing coy, old friend,” Haberian said. “But here, just in case you need a reminder…”

He gestured to the Liege Guard holding the mystery object. Malion braced himself in case the man was about to produce some kind of weapon…but when he pulled back the shroud, he revealed an elaborate gilded mirror.

Specifically, a Fenangal—a mirror of truth.

A wave of dread crashed over Malion as he looked at the reflection, and the two Wyrmguard soldiers with them both gasped in surprise. Not because they looked different, but because the huge dragon standing next to them was no longer there. In its place was a slender elven woman clad in a suit of blue laminar armor.

“I must salute you, Your Majesty,” Haberian said. “Few illusionists could fool so many people for so many years. But the truth is that you aren’t a Dragon Sovereign, and you haven’t been since the last time you fought on this battlefield.”

Malion swallowed and looked at Alessara. To his eyes, she was still a dragon—an imperfect one, yes, but only because he could discern the subtle errors in the illusion. To anyone else, she was a flawless facsimile of the dragon she used to be before Bastrel’s curse had stolen both her fertility and her ability to transform. Even her most loyal Wyrmguard protectors didn’t know the truth.

Or hadn’t, not until now.

“Imperial law is quite clear,” Haberian said. “Every province in the Empire must be ruled by a dragon—a real dragon, not a wounded one who can no longer transform and defend her people. If you don’t accept my demands, I will send word to the Council of Wyrms. The Elder Dragons will not tolerate this insubordination.”

His smile went from arrogant to malicious. “Now, perhaps you would like to consider my offer, Your Majesty?”

Alessara remained frozen in place, too stunned and surprised to move. But as for Malion, all it took was a single look at Haberian’s smug face to flood him with rage and snap him out of his stasis.

“This doesn’t change anything,” he growled.

Haberian scoffed. “It changes everything. You have lied to us for—”

“You betrayed the court!” Malion interrupted. “You kidnapped the Dragon Princess!”

“Who do you think the Emperor and Council will blame more, the woman who lied about her powers for twenty years, or the man who finally decided to take action and save the province?”

“The Council hasn’t taken serious action in over a century. The outer provinces have been all but abandoned, you know this! They haven’t even intervened to stop House Mandar from blocking vatari shipments in Abethaal.”

“You dare question the wisdom of the Emperor and his Council?” Haberian asked. “After everything you’ve done?”

“The only thing I’m questioning right now is your sanity,” Malion said. “If your son has so much as laid a finger on my daughter, I will personally slice you open from ass to throat.”

Haberian’s face reddened with anger, but it only lasted a moment before a malevolent smile took its place. “If the Council won’t take action and provide us with a new Sovereign, then House Windsong will. And in the interim, I will serve as regent until the dragon child of my son and your daughter is ready to rule.”

Malion reached for his blade and the Aether, but just before he could strike, Alessara spoke.

“You’re too late, Haberian,” she said, her voice that of a normal woman despite coming from the illusory mouth of a dragon. “She has already chosen Lord Farric.”

“He hasn’t mated with her yet,” the patriarch said. “And she never will.”

Alessara’s massive neck reared backward, and the grand illusion masking her appearance dissipated. The blue scales, the enormous tail and body…in the span of a few seconds, they were all gone, replaced by a woman clad in blue armor just like the mirror showed.

“Bastrel’s betrayal nearly destroyed Lostrien,” Alessara said, taking a step forward and placing a soothing hand on Malion’s mount. “Do you really want to repeat his mistake and plunge the province into war? The other houses will never agree to make you regent!”

“They will if they wish to survive,” Haberian said. “We have the strongest army in Lostrien, and we control the skies.”

“And we possess the only dragon in the province who can actually transform,” Alessara countered. “Lord Farric will be Kyriel’s consort, and their children will restore Lostrien and House Valostri to glory.”

Haberian’s lip twisted in disdain. “Then you leave me no choice,” he said. “I will protect the purity of your daughter’s blood even if you will not. My son will give her a dragon child, and he will…”

He trailed off when a low buzzing sound began to fill the air. Malion risked a quick look around, wondering if the storm had changed. He had never heard a sound quite like this before.

“Ambush!” one of the Wyrmguards called out.

Malion turned and drew his blade, expecting to see some of the Windsong riders diving out of the clouds and attempting a surprise attack. But it wasn’t wyverns he saw in the clouds—it was a swarm of four-armed insectoid creatures with wings.

Tirzak.

“Get down!” he called out, whirling around as dozens of the bug creatures shot past overhead and unleashed a barrage of darts from their blowguns. Several of the tiny projectiles deflected off his Aetheric armor, and the few that got through were stopped by his moonsilver breastplate.

His mount wasn’t so lucky. The horse cried as several darts slipped through the gaps in its barding, and it bucked so hard it threw him out of the saddle. Water sloshed around Malion as he hit the wet ground, but thankfully his magical barrier once again blunted the worst of the impact. Though even if he’d broken his arm, he still would have been far more concerned about Alessara. He immediately leaned up and reached out for her, hoping to pull her behind him for safety—

But he needn’t have bothered. The Sovereign might not have been able to transform for a long time, but even without scales, she was still a powerful sorceress. She had already surrounded herself in a protective whirlwind which lifted her body off the ground. Her eyes turned a draconic yellow as lightning crackled at her fingertips…

And then Alessara Valostri, the Storm’s Fury, was once again unleashed.

Strokes of lightning crashed down from multiple clouds at once, forcing Malion to shield his eyes from the flashes. Each bolt vaporized multiple Tirzak flyers, making the swarm appear far less threatening.

At least, not until the watery ground began to rupture all around them. Mud-soaked mantis warriors appeared all over the plains in huge numbers, and they were soon joined by others who came running out of the fog from both the north and south. Malion had no idea where they could have all possibly come from, but as he looked back and saw the swarm enveloping their army, he realized there weren’t simply hundreds or even thousands of mantis warriors, but tens of thousands of them.

“Protect the Sovereign!” he called out, hauling himself back to his feet and raising his left arm. Flames roared from his outstretched gauntlet, setting several of the incoming Tirzak aflame and driving back even more. The two Wyrmguard soldiers who had accompanied them to the parley didn’t panic; they fell in next to him and held out their glaives in an attempt to hold back the horde.

But there were so many Tirzak and so few of them. Even now, he could hear the cries of battle from their own army and see the Windsong wyverns sparring with the flying mantis warriors in the skies above…

The second battle of the Crossroads had begun.


9
Ascent


Arindur was quickly proven right—the terrain did worsen in a hurry when we turned north. The rough but traversable rocky ground soon turned into cliffs and ledges that I would have been hesitant to try and climb even if it had been a bright and sunny day, let alone when everything was slick with mud and rain.

But fortunately, I had also been right to trust in the power of my earth magic to help us continue forward regardless. Sometimes, all I needed to do was rip a chunk of rock out of the ground to give us a stepping stone, while other times I was able to collapse a low-hanging ledge and give us a simple incline to ascend. I had to lift Vinarys over a few of the more challenging areas, but I didn’t mind. Her blood magic enhancements made me feel strong enough to carry her across the entire mountain range if I needed to.

The worsening storm also made it so that we didn’t need to worry much about being spotted by Windsong wyverns, though Arindur continued shielding us in fog just in case. I saw several distant shadowy silhouettes as they swooped by overhead, but fewer than I’d expected. In all likelihood, the majority of them had consolidated near Bastrel’s Fall by now in anticipation of a battle with the Legion.

The biggest problem we encountered was fatigue—not from physical exertion, but because all of us had to consistently channel the Aether the entire time we moved. My arms were tingling painfully by the time Vinarys insisted we were close, and from the wrinkles in Arindur’s brow, I could tell that the Flensing was taking a firm bite out of him as well. If Kyriel was guarded as heavily as I feared, we might need to stop and rest for a bit before attacking so we didn’t overchannel ourselves into unconsciousness…

“It’s up ahead,” Vinarys said, shouting to be heard over the pouring rain. She pointed north across one of the largest and flattest sections of the mountain we had encountered yet. I had no idea how large the plateau was thanks to our limited visibility, but it seemed to stretch for a few hundred feet in every direction.

“If that’s true, there must be guards and sentries somewhere nearby,” Arindur said. “But if there were any tracks, they’d have been washed away by now.”

“The storm should cover our approach,” I replied as I did a quick visual survey of the plateau. The major downside of the wide, flat area ahead of us was that it wouldn’t offer us any cover. It was probably also slick as hell with all the water and mud streaming over it. “We should—”

“Wait,” Arindur warned, clenching his bow and holding up a hand. “Do you hear that?”

I paused. I couldn’t hear a damn thing over the patter of the rain and the occasional rumble of thunder. But from the way Vinarys’s brow creased, she obviously did.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I’m not sure,” Arindur said, pressing the long tip of his ear forward and he looked around the cloud-darkened sky above us. “A strange buzzing sound in the distance. Definitely not wyverns.”

“It’s the Tirzak,” Vinarys breathed, her face abruptly draining of color. “Just like back in the Garothi Peaks. They must be—”

She never had a chance to finish her sentence. The ground trembled, and numerous sections of the muddy plateau ruptured as if a dozen geysers were about to burst. But instead of steam, they spewed forth a concealed band of Tirzak warriors.

Shit.

The first Tirzak attacked me before I even had a chance to process what was happening. One of its four arms hurled a javelin in my direction, and I barely managed to raise my arm and conjure an Aetheric shield in time to deflect it. I tried to brace myself when it came charging at me while brandishing three other weapons, but Arindur had me covered—I heard the twang of his bowstring, and then an arrow pierced the Tirzak’s chitinous head and sent it flopping to the wet ground.

But there were more on the way, including females.

“Watch the sky!” I cried out when I spotted several flyers emerge from the ground along with the male warriors. I was surprised when they didn’t unleash a volley of toxic darts from their blowguns, but they seemed as shocked about our presence as we were about theirs.

“Keep them off me!” Arindur called back as he plucked another arrow from his quiver and nocked it to the string. For lack of any better options, I decided to leave the flyers to him and focus on the warrior rushing straight at me.

The monster’s huge bone hammer smashed into my conjured shield at the perfect angle to batter it aside and leave me vulnerable to a follow-up attack with the two knives clutched in his lower hands. Since strain from the Flensing had left my Aetheric armor weaker than normal, I feared there was a good chance that the primitive weapons could break through my defenses and end up lodged in my chest.

But fortunately, I had used my earth magic to rip several chunks of rock out of the ground and sculpt them into a tight ball, and as my shield arm went flying to the side, my other arm launched the fist of stone straight into the Tirzak’s gut. The warrior’s carapace crumpled inward, and he let out a chittering wheeze as he flew backward to land on the rain-soaked rocks in front of me.

The maneuver didn’t buy me even a single moment of reprieve, however, since another Tirzak had rushed at Arindur. I reacted in time to parry a strike that was headed for his exposed flank, then twisted my blade and hacked off one of the warrior’s other arms. The pain stunned him just long enough for me to cleave his head from his body.

Arindur was too busy shooting at the flyers to thank me, but I intended to stay close and defend him with my shield if I could regardless. But then, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a third Tirzak crawl out from one of the mud holes, and his bulging insectoid eyes were looking right at Vinarys.

She was only a few yards behind me, but that may as well have been a few miles given that the mantis warrior was already preparing to throw a pair of javelins at her. Gritting my teeth, I turned and prepared to dive in front of her—

Only to stare in confusion when the Tirzak froze in place as if every muscle in his body had locked up at once.

At first, I had no idea what was happening, and I still dove protectively in front of Vinarys and raised my conjured shield. But then I saw how intensely her hands were clutching at her sides, and I felt the Aetheric energy pouring off her. I realized she was using her blood magic offensively…a point that was further punctuated when I saw streams of ocre blood hemorrhaging over the Tirzak’s mandibles.

Apparently Vinarys had been right—she wasn’t helpless after all.

Rushing forward, I cut the Tirzak in half before it could break free of her hold, then surveyed the area to ensure there weren’t any more. Arindur had shot down two of the females, and the others had decided to fly south rather than fight.

“Sanathar’s breath,” Arindur exclaimed as he lowered his bow. “Where did they come from? How did they get this far north?”

I didn’t have an answer to either question. When we’d been searching for Kyriel in the Peaks, I had fully anticipated a Tirzak ambush, albeit not one from underground. But at no point in our mission today had I ever expected to encounter the mantis warriors here nearly a hundred miles away.

Shaking my head, I dashed back over to Vinarys. “Are you all right?”

“Yes,” she breathed as she looked over the Tirzak corpses. “But what in the bloody void is going on?”

“Le’thos,” Arindur swore. “Look!”

Even through the rain and black storm clouds overhead, I could still make out the distant silhouettes of several Windsong wyverns. But unlike before, they had suddenly been joined by dozens—no, hundreds—of Tirzak females swarming in from seemingly all directions. At first, I feared that the mantis warriors might be joining the wyverns in an attack on the Legion, and I had the horrifying thought that Windsong had somehow allied with the Tirzak…

But it quickly became apparent that the females were attacking the wyverns, not helping them. And since the Sovereign obviously didn’t have an alliance with the Tirzak, there was only one possible conclusion.

“It’s an ambush,” I breathed.

“What?” Vinarys asked, sounding near panicked.

“The bugs are attacking everyone,” Arindur said as he looked straight south while shielding his eyes from the rain. “Both armies at once!”

While I tried my best to follow his gaze, my human vision wasn’t up to the challenge of making out the actual armies on the ground. But I knew better than to doubt the superior senses of a trained elven ranger.

“Then where is the Sovereign?” Vinarys asked as she surveyed the horizon with him.

I clenched my teeth. She made an excellent point—if the battle had started, then why wasn’t Sovereign Alessara flying around and blasting the Tirzak?

“Maybe she’s too far away,” I suggested.

“A dragon would be hard to miss at any distance,” Arindur countered gravely. “Something’s wrong.”

I swallowed heavily. I had expected a difficult fight today, and perhaps even an impossible one. But I had assumed that our enemies would be the Windsong traitors, not the bloody Tirzak again. And the most terrifying part was that this had clearly been planned—the bugs had been waiting for us to march into the plains…

“You need to get back to your men and regroup,” I said. “Fight your way to the army and see if you can help.”

Arindur looked back at me. “What about you?”

“We’ll press on and try to find the princess,” I told him. “If the Tirzak are attacking both sides…”

Arindur nodded at my unspoken implication. If Kyriel was imprisoned somewhere nearby, then the mantis warriors might attack her, too. This was no longer about saving her from the Windsongs—it was about saving her from the bloodthirsty swarm.

“Get going,” I said, clapping the ranger on the shoulder. “And be careful.”

“You, too. Don’t get yourself killed.” He shrugged, then grinned. “At least, not until I’ve had a chance to win back my gold.”
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As Arindur jogged away, Vinarys and I continued across the plateau. I moved slowly and cautiously over the slick stone, more concerned about another Tirzak ambush than running into any Windsong guards. The storm was also picking up in intensity; the rain and wind battering my face had reduced visibility to practically nothing. The air seemed to be getting colder as well, making it feel more like autumn than the middle of summer.

Ideally, I would have preferred to take a few minutes to rest and recover. Not because I was winded or because I wanted to wait out the storm, but because the pangs of the Flensing were becoming impossible to ignore. Sustaining Aetheric armor over both myself and Vinarys had already grown untenable; my veins felt like they were a few minutes away from boiling beneath my skin. Out of necessity, I stopped maintaining the protective magic on myself and kept it exclusively on her. While my Legion cuirass at least had a chance of absorbing a surprise attack on its own, her robe did not.

My armor offered zero protection against the rain, however, and I was soaked through mere seconds after I released the barrier. But as annoying as it was to have sodden gear and a face full of water, I forced myself to stay focused on Kyriel. We couldn’t afford to get distracted now.

“She’s very close,” Vinarys said, her hand fastened on her amulet. “There must be a cave up ahead.”

I nodded. Perhaps fifty feet ahead of us, the plateau seemed to merge with the impassable face of the mountain. With all the rain and fog, it was impossible to see how far it stretched in either direction, but there must have been a cave mouth around here somewhere, probably beneath an overhang that would have shielded it from aerial scouts. The trick would be finding it in this mess.

I pressed on, increasingly worried about the possibility of a mudslide—this whole area seemed like it could turn into a deathtrap in no time. But I kept moving in the direction Vinarys pointed…right up until I saw the outline of a hooded figure standing directly ahead of us near the edge of the fog.

I came to an immediate halt, raising my weapon and positioning myself in front of Vinarys in preparation for an attack. The figure couldn’t have been more than thirty feet away, but while he had clearly noticed us, he didn’t make any sudden moves.

“The human dragon,” a withered, raspy voice called out over the rain. “So you survived after all. Good.”

I froze, and I heard Vinarys gasp and hold her breath in anticipation. The figure didn’t appear to be carrying any weapons, and his profile was too thin to be wearing much if any serious armor. At first, I thought he was quite short, but then I realized was stooped over like an old man.

“It’s obvious why the young Windsong feared you,” the figure added. “You’re twice the scion he could ever hope to be.”

“Identify yourself!” Vinarys called out in the commanding tone of a Vaz Gorati priestess. She used that voice so infrequently in my presence that she almost sounded like a stranger.

The man didn’t respond, but he did raise his head to look at us. The hood was still blocking most of his face, but I could see that his skin was deathly pale.

“Wait,” I said as a memory clicked. The height, the pale face…

“What?” Vinarys asked.

“I’ve seen him before,” I told her. “He was one of the House Windsong guards with Lord Theovar in the throne room a few days ago.”

I felt Vin tense behind me. “Theovar must have left him to protect the princess.”

I slowly shook my head. “Then why isn’t he carrying a weapon? And why haven’t the Tirzak attacked him?”

“Sharp eyes and a keen mind,” the figure said with an amused chuckle. “I’m impressed, Lord Farric. You really do have the blood of the dragon after all.”

He took a step forward, and I instinctively shifted to a two-handed grip on my sword and prepared to strike. But the figure stopped once he’d closed about half the distance between us, then paused and made no other threatening moves. From this close, I could just barely see his eyes beneath his hood. The one on the left had a milky sheen and a nasty scar; the one on the right was a wintery blue.

“Who are you?” I demanded, shaking the rain out of my face. “And what in the bloody void are you doing here?”

“Waiting for you, of course,” he replied. “Most Imperial protocols are quite foolish, but some still have merit—like the idea that dragons should always speak to one another face-to-face as a sign of respect.”

He pulled back his hood, revealing a long mane of jet black hair and a cheek that was even more badly scarred than I realized. He didn’t even flinch in the rain.

“You may call me Rilas,” he said, offering me a half bow. “Rilas Bastrel.”

My blood went cold. “What?”

“House Bastrel is gone,” Vinarys said, moving up beside me. “Lumos Bastrel and all his heirs are dead.”

“Not all,” the man replied coolly. “Like Princess Kyriel, my destiny was written before I was born.”

Vin scoffed. “Nonsense. He’s trying to stall us so they can move Kyriel!”

I slowly shook my head. “I don’t think so,” I whispered. I couldn’t explain why, precisely, but somehow I knew that this man was telling the truth. He was a Bastrel…

And a dragon.

“Ultimately, who I am is less important than what I can do,” Rilas said. “And what I can offer a fellow Wyrm Lord.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“It’s simple, really. I am the only person in the Empire who can free Princess Kyriel from my father’s curse.”

I saw Vinarys abruptly straighten out of the corner of my eye, and I felt a knot twist deep in my stomach.

“It’s tied to my blood, you see,” Rilas added. “While my father wanted to believe that Sovereign Alessara could eventually be made to see reason, he planned for the worst. He wanted to ensure that if House Bastrel fell, House Valostri would soon follow. Only his heirs can undo the curse. That way, if she destroyed his family, she would be destroying hers in the process.”

He shrugged. “She executed my siblings regardless, but there’s still time to correct her mistake. Once I lift the curse, Princess Kyriel will become the sorceress—and the dragon—that House Valostri deserves.”

I shared a look with Vinarys. She seemed as stunned as I was, and I wondered if this was actually possible. Could the son of the man who had woven the curse break it? Could he free Kyriel’s dragon blood?

“I offered my services to Theovar Windsong,” Rilas added. “But you know as well as I do that he’s a lamb who fancies himself a lion. He isn’t worthy to stand in the company of a dragon, let alone attempt to sire one. The princess deserves so much more, don’t you agree?”

“Where is she?” I demanded, squeezing the handle of my sword even tighter. The rain had slowed to a sprinkle, but the fog remained too thick to see more than a few dozen feet in any direction.

He waved his right hand, which made me realize his left was hanging limply at his side. “Kyriel will be along soon—I sent my allies to retrieve her for us,” Rilas said. “But don’t worry, they won’t harm her. I’ve made certain that they understand her importance in the future we’re about to build.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Vinarys asked.

“Only that the Bastrel-Valostri union was always meant to save Lostrien,” Rilas added. “It’s unfortunate that her mother chose a different path, but I will ensure that Kyriel doesn’t repeat that mistake.”

My confusion and trepidation instantly calcified into rage. “What have you done to her?”

“Nothing at all, I assure you. She is still considering my offer, and it is now time for you to do the same. You came here because you wish to help her, yes? Well, you still can.”

Rilas smiled. “By serving me.”

“He’s mad,” Vinarys hissed. “We should—”

“We are all dragons,” Rilas said, cutting her off and keeping his one good eye locked on me. “We are the ones who pen history while others are doomed to live in its drying ink. Kyriel and I are destined to restore Lostrien to glory, but you will have an important place in our court. I am not a fool like the other scions—I don’t care what you are. Dragon blood is dragon blood, whether it flows in the veins of a highborn or a dustborn. If you serve me well, you shall be rewarded in a way that no human ever has. Riches, land, a vast breeding harem…you will have it all, just like any other Wyrm Lord.”

He shrugged. “And who knows, if you truly impress me, I might even allow you to breed Kyriel before time has withered you to a husk. Her Fourth Mating, perhaps—still a great privilege for a human, don’t you agree?”

With an enraged snarl, I rushed forward to grab him, but when my hand reached for his throat, it passed through the other man’s body as if he were made of shadow rather than the flesh and bone. He disappeared altogether, then rematerialized several feet away from us.

“That’s no way to parley with a fellow dragon,” Rilas said, wagging his finger. “Perhaps I’ve given you too much credit…or perhaps you simply need a lesson in humility.”

He calmly opened the palm of his good hand, and I could sense a surge of magical power rippling through him even though the Aether itself remained still and undisturbed. It was the same odd seemingly contradictory sensation as when Kyriel channeled energy from the Pale through her bow…only dramatically more powerful.

The air hissed and popped as if it were about to explode, and the rain and fog surrounding him crystallized into tiny shards of ice. With a subtle flick of his finger, Rilas sent the icy needles flying in our direction.

Despite being caught flat-footed, I managed to dive in front of Vinarys and conjure my Aetheric shield back to my arm…though it barely made a difference. The magical bulwark only intercepted a fraction of the incoming shards before it shattered like a pane of glass and dissipated back into the Aether. I cried out in pain as several of the projectiles ripped through my armor and dug into my flesh. At the same instant, I heard Vinarys cry out behind me. I whipped my head around once the barrage finally came to a halt, and I saw her lying on the wet rocks behind me with numerous dark patches of blood straining her robe an even darker red. The Aetheric armor I’d projected over her had shattered and dissipated just like my shield…

My first impulse was to dive down and try to protect her, but that would have been a futile gesture if Rilas unleashed another assault. Eliminating the threat was always the top priority, and as my combat instincts kicked in, I lifted my weapon, whirled back around, and charged.

I covered the distance between us in a few bounding strides, the lingering pain from the Flensing muted by the rage boiling inside me. Given how ineffective my last shield had been, I didn’t bother conjuring another; I simply shifted back to a two-handed grip and slashed at the other man’s head.

Considering that my previous attack had passed straight through him, I feared that this one would do the same. But the way he stymied me this time was far more humiliating—he simply grabbed my forearm mid swing and held me in place as easily as if I were a toddler trying to strike him with a wooden sword.

“Why do you still fight like a man when you can be so much more?” Rilas asked. “Here, let me show you…”

Without so much as a grunt of exertion, he twisted his arm and threw me across the muddy plateau. I landed hard on my elbow, triggering a flash of pain so intense I dropped my sword. Water splattered in my face as I rolled, and I didn’t manage to stop until I was a dozen yards away.

“Faarea!” Vinarys gasped as she scrambled to my side. Her robe was fully soaked without the protection of my Aetheric armor spell, but I didn’t see any lines of blood on her skin. Her wounds must not have been that severe…or perhaps she’d used her Vaz Gorati magic to stanch the bleeding. I could feel the Aether stirring around her as she tried to heal me as well.

But through the red haze clouding my vision, I saw that Rilas had changed. He was no longer a weak, sickly looking man in a loose black robe, but an eight foot tall white Wyrmidon with a draconic head and a long tail. His right eye had turned a brighter blue, though it now had vertical, reptilian pupils. His left eye still bore the scar that had blinded it.

“I can sense your power,” he said, his voice a deeper, darker rasp. “Unleash it! Show me that you are worthy to serve!”

The pain in my arm faded to an annoying ache to searing agony as Vin’s spell coursed through me, but there was nothing she could do about the backlash from the Flensing. Nevertheless, I grit my teeth and reached out to the Aether again, then used my earth magic to tear out a hunk of the ground next to me and hurl the stone fist at Rilas.

He didn’t dodge, nor did he pull his shadow trick and allow it to pass through him. The rock simply slammed into his scales and shattered into harmless pebbles and mud.

“Sorcery is only the beginning of our power,” Rilas said. “Perhaps another demonstration is in order…”

Rilas sucked in a lungful of air, and I immediately grabbed Vinarys and dragged her along with me as I rolled hard to our left. We barely made it in time—Rilas spewed a blast of air so deadly cold I could feel the chill on my skin even though it missed us. The water covering the rocky plateau instantly froze over, creating a huge slick of ice that crackled in the rain.

But at that moment, with his maw held open and his body stretched forward, Rilas seemed as exposed as he would likely ever get. Reaching out to the Aether again, I tried to rip up more of the rocky ground and shape it into a weapon…

Only to cry out at the pain shooting through my limbs. The Flensing overwhelmed me; there was no way I could channel another spell in this condition.

But Vinarys could. I felt her gathering power, and she grit her teeth and thrust out a hand. Rilas snorted in surprise, and I watched his body freeze in place as she manipulated his blood just like she’d done with the Tirzak earlier.

“Tell us where Kyriel is, or I’ll rupture every vein in your body!” Vinarys shouted.

“You forget yourself, witch,” Rilas snarled through clenched teeth as he slowly forced his draconic head to look at her. “You don’t control the blood…you serve it!”

His blue eye flashed, and with a roar that rumbled through the mountains, he snapped free of her spell and thrust out a white claw. I felt the air chill around us again, and I heard Vinarys yelp in surprise…then freeze in place just like he had a second ago. Except in her case, it was literally true—her entire body was suddenly encased in a sheen of solid ice.

“The Vaz Gorati,” Rilas sneered. “No one in the Empire has done more to harm our kind, all while pretending to be our allies.”

“Vin!” I cried out, another flash of rage dulling the pain of the Flensing. I couldn’t tell if she was still alive…but if she was, she wouldn’t be for long if she couldn’t breathe. And I had no idea how to help her other than to disrupt his spell…

But Rilas didn’t even give me the chance to move. The white Wyrmidon vanished in a blur of shadows, then appeared right next to me the moment I hauled back to my feet. His claw instantly closed around my throat, and he lifted me off the ground and held me in the air.

“All this talk and fear about a human dragon,” he said, crushing my windpipe so I couldn’t breathe. “Yet here you are, still nothing more than a middling sorcerer. I’m disappointed.”

I lashed out with everything I had, bashing his arms and kicking at his chest. But his grip was like iron, and his body was like stone.

“Well, this is your last chance to impress me, dustborn,” Rilas said, his blue eye flashing again. “Harness your power…or die.”


Interlude: Escape
Kyriel


What started as low hum soon became a deafening buzz, and Kyriel felt a cold blanket of dread wrap around her body. Her family was out there right now, possibly Vin and Sol, too. And they were completely unprepared for what was to come.

“Solterys save them,” she breathed, closing her eyes and testing the strength of her bindings for the hundredth time since she had awakened in this cage. But there was nothing she could do to break them, and the suppression effect meant that she couldn’t even call out to Duatha for help. She was helpless and alone, and it was only a matter of time before everyone she loved and cared about was dead.

Her throat went dry when she heard the distant cries of battle amidst the buzzing swarm. In the past, the Tirzak had failed every time they’d attempted to challenge the reign of the Wyrm Lords. The palace library was filled with historical accounts of the Tirzak Migration, where a vast swarm had attempted to take Selod Maril, the huge vatari crystal mines of Abethaal, only to be obliterated by dragonfire.

But the dark truth of the matter—and the secret her family had been concealing for twenty years—was that Kyriel’s mother no longer had the ability to transform. She couldn’t take to the sky and obliterate the Tirzak any more than she could the Windsongs. That was why it had been so important that Kyriel give birth to a dragon as soon as possible.

Not that it was going to matter now.

Stop it, she scolded herself, refusing to give in to despair. Mother may not be as powerful as she used to be, but that doesn’t mean she’s helpless. And if Sol is out there, then maybe he’ll finally transform again and help them.

Kyriel was about to roll over and start kicking the bars with her bare feet when she heard the sound of pebbles crunching beneath boots elsewhere in the cave. She braced herself, wondering who it could be. The footfalls sounded too frantic to be Rilas—what reason would he have to come back to her so quickly?

But perhaps it was someone else. What if her mother had sent someone in here to rescue her?

Theovar Windsong dashed around the corner a heartbeat later, and Kyriel’s stomach twisted into a knot. She clenched her teeth and prepared to spit at him, but then she saw the blood splattered on his armor and the haunted look on his face.

“Thank Lahara you’re safe,” he panted, throwing his bow over his back as he rushed over to her cage. “We have to get you out of here!”

“What’s going on out there?” Kyriel asked. “How bad is it?”

“The Tirzak are everywhere!” Theovar said, his hands visibly trembling as he rifled through his belt pouches in search of the key. “There must be thousands of them…tens of thousands. I’ve no idea where they all came from.”

“Are you serious? You still haven’t figured it out?”

He grimaced. “Look, I know you tried to warn me about them, but we had no idea there could be this many! Or that they’d be this organized.”

Kyriel slowly shook her head. “Sanathar’s breath, you really are a fool. This is your fault!”

“We can argue about this later,” he said, opening the lock. “I have to get you to safety before—”

“Bastrel is controlling them!” she snarled. “Don’t you get it? He called them here to slaughter you! To slaughter us.”

Theovar froze with the cage door half open. “What?”

“The Tirzak worship him like some kind of dragon god. He’s the one who organized them—he’s the one who is giving them this power somehow. All to wipe out our families and conquer Lostrien.”

For a long moment, Theovar didn’t speak or move. He didn’t even seem like he was breathing. Yet slowly but surely, the color drained out of his face.

Kyriel wanted to berate him. She wanted to tell him how stupid and naive he was, to explain how his short-sighted lust for power was going to get thousands of people killed. Then she wanted to bash him in the face with the pommel of his own sword until she could be certain she’d never have to see his arrogant smirk again.

But right now, he was her only hope of escape. And she couldn’t allow him to fall apart before he helped her get out of here.

“Come on!” she shouted, twisting in her restraints. “Get me out of here!”

It took several achingly long moments, but her words finally seemed to sink in. Theovar knelt in front of her, then slid a second key into the bindings on her ankles and freed her legs. But before he could get to the shackles on her wrists, she heard the unmistakable chitter of Tirzak moving into the cave. Two mantis warriors appeared around the corner just a few heartbeats later.

Theovar’s warrior instincts kicked in, snapping him out of his paralysis. He rolled out of the cage and drew his weapon so quickly his arms became a blur of motion. A fiery arrow appeared the instant his fingers touched the bowstring, and he loosed it before the Tirzak could react.

The magical projectile detonated in the center of the first warrior’s chest, and the brilliant explosion left behind little more than a charred carapace and a set of smoldering limbs and antennae. The second was also badly burned in the blast, but two of the Tirzak’s four arms managed to throw bone knives before he succumbed to the flames. The first spinning blade narrowly missed Theovar’s head…

But the second struck him squarely in the chest.

Kyriel gasped when Theovar collapsed to the ground in front of her cage, the jagged bone knife jutting out of him. He looked down at his wound in utter surprise, as if he couldn’t believe it was real. But as blood frothed over his lips, he rolled his head to the side and looked at Kyriel.

“It was…for you,” he wheezed. “It was all for…”

His words became an indecipherable gurgle as he slumped over and stopped moving. Kyriel started into his unblinking eyes, a wave of anger and fear and regret all crashing over her at once.

But she forced herself to focus, and she twisted her body around to try and pick up the keys. Unlocking her restraints while her hands were behind her back was going to be difficult if not impossible, but she had to try. Everyone and everything she cared about was under attack.

And it was up to her to figure out a way to save them.
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Alessara

Another stroke of lightning crashed down from the clouds, striking another cluster of Tirzak warriors as they emerged from the fog. The electrical currents obliterated all four of the mantis warriors in an instant. When the afterimage of the strike faded from Alessara’s eyes, there was nothing left but charred shells, smoldering bone weapons, and the acrid stench of ozone.

Unfortunately, their channelers weren’t so easily defeated. Alessara shifted the winds of the vortex keeping her aloft just in time to dodge another radiant blast from one of the flying females. Alessara called down another stroke of lightning in response, but the Tirzak was able to absorb and deflect the bolt with an impressively strong Aetheric barrier. The female might have even survived long enough to unleash another radiant blast if Malion hadn’t timed his own magical attack so perfectly. Because while the flying Tirzak was busy absorbing lightning from above, he launched a ray of scorching fire from below. The creature’s wings burst into flames, and she was almost certainly dead before her chitinous body splattered in the mud.

Alessara looked down at her consort. There were so many bodies surrounding him that he was going to have to climb his way over the carnage to escape. His magic had incinerated dozens of enemies, but his blade might have felled even more. It had been so long since she’d seen him fight that she had forgotten how thoroughly he had defeated the other house scions when he had been competing for the right of her First Mating.

Scions like Haberian Windsong, who had been wounded and carried off into the fog by his surviving Liege Guards. Whether any of them were still alive was still a mystery. She wished she knew for certain, but they had far bigger problems than vengeance on their hands.

“Fall back!” Malion cried out. “To me!”

Even from her perch hovering above the battlefield, Alessara had no idea how many of her men were dead. She and Malion had eventually been able to fight their way back to the Legion, and the various cohorts had attempted to hold back the Tirzak assault. The dustborn had fought with incredible courage and discipline, but even together those weren’t a match for the enemy’s raw numbers. The water-soaked fields were strewn with the corpses of her loyal soldiers, and the survivors were desperately trying to rally for a final stand.

A screech from above caught her attention, and she saw yet another wyvern rider ripped from his mount by a swarm of Tirzak flyers. It was a sight she had seen repeated a dozen times, and she attempted to call down another bolt of lightning to try and give the wyvern time to fly away. But this time, the pain burning inside her was simply too great, and she nearly lost control of her vortex as well.

“Le’thos,” Alessara hissed. In the form of a blue wyrm, the Flensing hadn’t been able to touch her—the Aether’s power wasn’t toxic to dragons. But for the last twenty years, it had been as much of a limitation for her as any other highborn sorcerer, and there was simply no way she would be able to keep up this onslaught for much longer.

Grimacing in pain, she shifted the direction of the whirlwind enveloping her and lowered herself back toward the ground. Just as she landed, Malion rushed forward at another group of Tirzak who had broken their lines. With a dizzying maneuver, he spun around their attacks, sliced one of their heads clean off, and then incinerated the other two with a burst of magic.

But his jaw was clenched in pain as well, and she couldn’t imagine that he would be able to channel much longer, either.

“We have to get to Kyriel!” Alessara shouted over another crash of thunder. “She must be—”

“That’s up to the human now,” Malion said, shaking his head as he moved to stand protectively beside her. “There’s nothing we can do.”

For the first time, she noticed blood seeping out through the cracks of his armor—red elven blood, not ochre Tirzak blood.

“You have to get back to Tir Bereth,” Malion said, shifting to a two-handed grip as he waited for more Tirzak to break through their withering lines. “We’ll hold them off as long as we can.”

“I’m not going anywhere!” Alessara said defiantly. “I just need a few moments to gather my strength.”

“We don’t have a few moments. You saw the size of the swarm crashing into the Windsong army while you were up there—once they’ve finished with Haberian’s men, they’ll concentrate everything on us.”

Alessara shook her head. “Then we’ll stand together, just like before. All we have to do is—”

A horn sounded behind them, and she turned to see General Lyrael and several mounted Wyrmguard moving toward them. She had apparently lost her helmet in the fighting, and her black hair was plastered across her face. The rain had washed most but not all of the ochre splatters from their blue armor, but the sheer number of dents were almost as impressive. Tirzak bone weapons were no match for Avetharri armor…until they outnumbered you four to one.

“The northern flank can’t hold much longer,” Lyrael called out as she came to a halt behind them. Her elite troops had been roving between the cohorts trying to reform the lines as they collapsed, but they were rapidly running out of space and men. “But we have weakened their reserves trying to encircle us from the west. If we consolidate, we might be able to push through.”

“Then take the Sovereign and go,” Malion said. “We’ll try to draw their attention by pushing forward.”

“I am not leaving!” Alessara told him.

He grit his teeth and grabbed her arm so hard she could feel it through the chainmail links protecting her arms. “This is your only chance to get back.”

“Then we’ll go together. I’ll cover us with lightning while—”

The words had barely escaped her lips before she heard a low but loud buzzing sound over the din of battle. Soldiers cried out in warning as another group of Tirzak flyers appeared in the fog, this time swooping straight at them. Earlier, such an attack would have been suicidal—Alessara could have knocked them out of the sky by conjuring a whirlwind or calling down a series of rapid lightning strikes. The enemy must have realized how much her assault had diminished and decided to capitalize on the opportunity.

“Down!” Malion shouted, crouching to lower his profile. The Wyrmguard soldiers did their best to project a protective barrier, and the surviving archers shot back at the enemy. But there were simply too many of them to drive off or scatter before they unleashed a barrage of darts.

Alessara’s ears filled with the shrill plinks of darts bouncing off armor, followed by cries of pain when some inevitably slipped through the gaps. She focused her energy on trying to conjure another windstorm to deflect as many of the incoming darts as possible, but the pain from the Flensing was just too intense for her to concentrate. One dart struck her breastplate, then another hit her pauldron—

And then she felt a new spike of pain as one managed to slip through the chainmail links near her left elbow.

Considering the intensity of the barrage, it was little more than a minor nick, but Alessara could feel the Tirzak venom burning through her veins within seconds of the impact. She swore viciously, wishing she could still ignite her blood and transform into a dragon so large that a few drops of poison would be meaningless…

Her head started swimming, and dots began to appear all across her vision. She may have blacked out for a moment altogether, because in one second she crouched in the mud, and in the next someone was carrying her.

Then Malion’s face was hovering in front of her, his eyes heavy with concern but hardened with determination. For a single heartbeat, she was no longer looking at the man she had slowly grown to loathe, but the one she had chosen as her consort. The one who had protected her. The one who had fought at her side.

The one she had loved.

“Get her out of here!” he said, touching her cheek with his gauntlet one last time. “Whatever it takes!”

Alessara could hear her labored breaths, she felt oddly detached from her own lungs, as if her mind was leaving her body altogether. All she knew was that she had been moved onto a horse, and that the sounds of battle were gradually fading.

The last thing she saw before losing consciousness was Malion Starmantle, the father of her only child, charging into a throng of Tirzak.

And then disappear.


10
Scale and Sinew


I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. And no matter how hard I struggled, I couldn’t break myself free.

“I had such high hopes for you,” Rilas Bastrel taunted as he held me aloft and continued choking the life out of me. “There haven’t been three wyrms living in Lostrien for centuries. We could have become the strongest province in western Varellon.”

I slammed my hands down on his arms again, but they still didn’t budge. And when I craned my neck left, I saw that Vinarys was still frozen in ice…and that her skin was gradually shifting from white to blue.

I have to get out of this, I snarled at myself even as black spots began to appear in my vision. Vin is counting on me. Kyriel is counting on me.

“Well, it would seem that you aren’t worth a Fourth Mating after all,” Rilas said, shaking his head. “Perhaps that’s for the best. The princess and I are young…I’m sure I can get at least six matings out of her on my own.”

Roaring deep in my throat, I mustered all my remaining strength and smashed my hands into his arms one final time. I didn’t expect it to work—in fact, I knew it wouldn’t. My human muscles were simply no match for his draconic ones.

Yet somehow, miraculously, his grip gave way. Air rushed into my lungs as the pressure released on my throat, and when my feet landed on the ground again, I lunged forward and slammed my shoulder into his chest as hard as I could.

Rilas didn’t fall over, but his huge Wyrmidon body did stumble backward several yards. I collapsed to my knees and gasped for breath, and as the spots cleared from my vision, I noticed the golden scales quickly spreading across the back of my hands. And thanks to the sheen of ice Rilas had created on the nearby ground, I could see my reflection…and watch as those same scales spread across my neck and face.

“Finally,” Rilas said. “Can you sense the blood boiling inside you? Can you feel its rage? Its power?”

“I…I…argh!” I cried out. The transformation wasn’t exactly painful, but it definitely wasn’t comfortable, either.

Unlike back in the Garothi Peaks, where the transformation had mostly involved soft flesh transforming into hardened scales, today I could feel my bones moving, shifting, and growing beneath my skin. My fingernails elongated into deathly sharp black claws, and as I watched in the ice, my hair receded and my entire jaw realigned. Even my vision changed—the world was saturated with color, and I could see much farther through the veil of fog.

And it didn’t stop there. My leather cuirass was ripped apart as my torso expanded to nearly twice its normal size, as was the rest of my armor, clothing, and boots. A huge tail sprouted from my backside as I grew, shifting my entire center of gravity. And then, just when I thought the transformation was finished, ridges of bone spikes burst from my back.

“Perfection,” Rilas said, sounding eerily giddy. “Lord Farric the Gold, the first dustborn dragon. We are going to accomplish so much together, you and I. An alliance of the misbegotten—a union of outcasts! The Vaz Gorati, the Council of Wyrms, the Emperor himself….in time, they will all learn to fear us.”

Slowly, unsteadily, I brought myself back to my feet. Everything felt strange: my height, my movements, my vision…it was as if I had awakened inside a completely new body. The draconic head in my icy reflection didn’t look like my face at all. Even my eyes were different. I was truly a golden Wyrmidon.

The pain in my elbow had also faded, as had the searing agony which had been shooting down my arms. And when I tried to reach out to the Aether, it instantly and effortlessly flooded through my entire body as if I had shattered the invisible dam between us. The currents were warm and soothing rather than painful and poisonous.

“We are the avatars of the Aether,” Rilas said, his white maw stretched wide in a bizarre draconic smile. “The Flensing is toxic to mortal flesh but not draconic scales. Sorcery isn’t merely our gift—it is our birthright.”

I turned and looked at Vinarys. She remained frozen solid, but I finally had a solution. My Aetherblade training had focused on defensive techniques with arcane magic, like conjuring a shield and a suit of protective armor, but I also learned how to unravel such enchantments. Focusing on her body, I stretched out a golden claw and unleashed a wave of destabilizing energy to disjunct the spell binding her in place…

Vinarys collapsed to the wet ground, shivering and panting for breath. She looked up at me in gratitude and wonder, and color gradually returned to her face as she began channeling healing energy into herself.

“You see?” Rilas asked. “You have a natural talent, and there’s so much more I can teach you. About magic, about your gifts, about everything. All you need to do is—”

“Where is Kyriel?” I demanded, my deep voice booming off the mountains. While my boots had been unsteady on the ice, my draconic feet effortlessly crunched through it.

Rilas lifted a white claw. “Patience, my servant. We still have a great deal to discuss.”

I didn’t wait for him to finish. Bending my knees and digging my clawed feet into the ground, I launched myself toward him, my mouth open and my claws extended. Rilas reacted just in time, raising his arms defensively as I crashed into him. We swiped wildly at one another, deadly claws raking against durable scales in an attempt to draw blood.

I knew how to defend myself while unarmed, mostly due to training for the gladiator’s pit rather than the Legion, but this skirmish had nothing in common with wrestling or fistfighting, let alone any of the more complicated martial techniques. This was a savage and feral exchange, as if we were beasts rather than men, and I quickly learned that my transformation had more than made up for the difference in strength that had allowed him to throttle me so easily just minutes ago. I was now the one with the leverage, and it didn’t take me long to batter through his defenses and tear several nasty gashes across his white scales.

My attacks only grew more ferocious as I smelled blood, and I promptly went for the throat to try and end the fight altogether—

Only to slash harmlessly through the air as Rilas vanished into a cloud of shadow like Kyriel had done during our training session a few days ago. I whipped my enlarged head around, searching for any trace of him…

“Excellent,” his voice called out from behind me. “You possess the fury of a dragon as well as the form.”

I spotted him standing atop an elevated section of the plateau near the edge of the fog perhaps thirty yards away. He was still clutching at his side where I’d scored several hits, and the entire left side of his body remained cloaked in purplish shadows as if they were dark, clinging mist.

“Let’s see if you’re ready to take the next step, shall we?” Rilas asked. Gritting his teeth, he leaned forward and put his hands on the ground as if he were a beast about to run on all fours. He held out his arms and stretched out his tail…and then began to grow. And grow.

And grow.

The boulder beneath his increasingly large feet rumbled, and the air on the plateau chilled as if it were the dead of winter rather than the heart of summer. Even the rain froze, first by turning into miserably cold droplets and then by slowing and softening into gentle flakes.

“Solterys save us!” Vinarys gasped, clutching at her arms as her soaked crimson robes started to freeze.

By the time Rilas stopped expanding, he had to be nearly forty feet tall and easily twice that long—a true white wyrm, in all its chilling glory.

“We are taught that Wyrm Lords are men who become dragons, but nothing could be farther from the truth,” Rilas said, his voice still gravelly but now deeper and thrice as loud. “This is our natural form. Elven flesh—or human flesh—is merely the chrysalis on the path to true power.”

He reared back on his haunches, making himself even taller and larger.

“Serve me, I can teach you everything you need to know in order to unlock your potential, human. Together, we will force the Empire to accept your ascension. Together, and we will show these slovenly, ungrateful scions the true nature of power!”

I clenched my jaw and stretched out my claws. A few moments earlier, I had felt stronger than I ever had in my life, but now I found myself staring at a foe ten times my size. I didn’t even know how to begin fighting a real dragon. Claws and teeth, bows and swords…they seemed like they’d be as ineffective against a full wyrm as they would against a castle wall.

But with the Flensing no longer crippling me, I had another option available. I just needed to be clever…

Reaching out to the Aether again, I used my earth magic to weaken the elevated platform the white wyrm was perched upon. A heartbeat later, the rock became brittle enough to collapse under a dragon’s weight, and Rilas’s huge body abruptly stumbled as if a rug had been pulled out from beneath him. It wasn’t much, but it threw him off-balance long enough for me to rip several other chunks of stone from the ground and hurl them at his head.

I had hoped that rocks would be more effective against dragon scales than arrows, but that theory was proven wrong almost immediately when the stones shattered into dust the moment they struck him. I kept the barrage going nevertheless, right up until Rilas leapt out of the crater he’d sunk into and smashed back down on the ground nearby. The quake from his landing knocked me from my feet and sent me tumbling back several yards.

“Enough!” he rumbled, shaking the dust from his otherwise pristine scales. “Apparently you need another lesson in humility…”

He sucked in a lungful of air as he reared back again, and I knew I only had a moment to act. Scrambling to my feet, I lunged for Vinarys. She felt feather-light with my Wyrmidon strength, but I still barely managed to scoop her into my arms before Rilas’s freezing breath turned half the plateau into ice. We narrowly avoided the icy torrent, but the chill in the air was so intense it cut straight to the bone. Vin cried out in pain, and I kept running across the plateau in an effort to outrun the blast as it chased us…

Mercifully, Rilas ran out of breath before we ran out of space, though not by much. Vin and I were only a few yards away from where the plateau collided with the mountain and transformed into a sheer, impenetrable cliff as far as the eye could see. There was nowhere else for us to go, and no way we could stop him from doing that again.

“I have no desire to destroy you,” Rilas said, swiveling his head to face us. “We would be much stronger working together, the white wyrm Sovereign and his golden-scaled lieutenant—his Claw. You can even keep your Vaz Gorati as a concubine if she amuses you. All I care about is joining forces. Two dragon outcasts working as one…imagine the possibilities!”

“All I’m imagining is putting a spear through your good eye,” I snarled back as I set Vinarys down and moved protectively in front of her. “Kyriel will never agree to your terms.”

“No. She won’t.”

I froze in place, wondering if I had imagined the princess’s voice, but then I heard a sharp whistle in the air as a black arrow pulsing with dark magic came streaking out of the fog. It struck Rilas in the side, then burst in a brilliant flash of green Palefire. The white wyrm roared and lurched backward, at which point another arrow detonated in the center of his chest.

It wasn’t until a third shot came whistling out from the fog that Rilas waved his claw and conjured a thick wall of ice in the projectile’s path. The arrow burst on impact, but since Palefire didn’t generate any heat or explosive impact, it couldn’t melt or shatter the barricade.

Kyriel appeared in the fog a moment later as she crept forward for a better shooting position. If not for the familiar dark magic, I may not have even recognized that it was her. She was wearing what appeared to be a tattered nightgown beneath a heavy cloak and a pair of leather boots that were far too big for her. The weapon in her hand also wasn’t Aveshalare—it looked like one of the enchanted recurve bows favored by arcane archers in the Skywatch.

“Kyri!” Vinarys cried out. The princess shot another arrow once she had repositioned to be able to aim over the ice wall, but now that she had the white wyrm’s full attention, striking him wasn’t so easy. Rilas closed his claw when the arrow was in mid-flight, and the dark magic within was snuffed out as easily as if he had pinched the wick of a burning candle. And without magic behind it, the arrow plinked harmlessly off his scales.

“The Tirzak told me that you were dangerous,” Rilas said, waving a claw and collapsing the wall he’d created. “Yet they obviously still underestimated you.”

Several patches of the white scales on his right side looked withered thanks to her life-draining attack, but he didn’t seem particularly worried or bothered by them. I didn’t understand how, considering I had watched them drain and destroy multiple Tirzak at once back in the Peaks.

“Truly, it is a day of triumph for we dragon scions,” Rilas added. “You are both even stronger than I believed. It is more important than ever for us to make an accord.”

“The only accord I’m interested in is the one where you call off your Tirzak and surrender,” Kyriel shouted. She was creeping along a ledge on the side cliff, which put her twenty feet above us and perhaps sixty away.

“My dear, there’s no one left to surrender to,” Rilas said. “The Windsong and Valostri armies have been decimated, and the Cerulean Throne now stands empty.”

I could see Kyriel’s jaw tighten even from here. “You’re lying.”

“If your mother isn’t dead already, she will be soon,” Rilas said, taking a step closer to her. “But her ultimate fate matters little in the end. She cannot defeat me. No one can.”

A score of dark emotions battled for control of Kyriel’s face, and I felt a knot twist in my own stomach. If the Legion had been wiped out and Sovereign Alessara had been killed…

But I couldn’t afford to waste time thinking about ifs when our enemy was right here in front of us. And while his attention was focused on Kyriel, I began to creep closer to him. Battering him with rocks hadn’t harmed him, but I had yet to try and strike with my Wyrmidon claws. If I could just get close enough to attack his vulnerable underbelly, we might have still had a chance…

Not much of one, but it was all I could come up with.

“You should think of this as an opportunity, not a crisis,” Rilas went on, still focusing on Kyri. “The treacherous Windsongs are dead, and my followers will soon sweep across the province destroying anyone who opposes us. Just like I promised, I have cleared a path for us to correct the mistakes of our ancestors. Together, the three of us will reunite Lostrien and transform it into the most prosperous province in the Empire.”

“You’re mad,” Kyriel said, drawing back her bowstring and conjuring another black arrow between her fingers. “I’ll put you down myself!”

She loosed her arrow, but Rilas once again flicked his claw and snuffed out the magic before it struck him.

“Perhaps I haven’t been clear,” he thundered, his voice turning dark. “I am offering the human a chance to join me as my loyal Claw, and I am giving you the chance to join my harem as a loyal First Wife.”

He took another pounding step forward, then rose up to his full height. “But make no mistake, Your Highness. One way or another, you will be providing me with dragon children.”

With a defiant snarl, Kyriel summoned yet another black arrow and fired. And while Rilas was focused on her, I launched my own attack. Rushing forward, I dove and slid beneath him on the ice slick he’d created, then slashed my claws across his underbelly. My theory about them being weak and vulnerable compared to his other scales was partially true—I was able to pierce through them and inflict some actual damage.

But the wounds weren’t as deep as I’d hoped, and Rilas immediately roared and raised himself up on his haunches, then attempted to stomp me flat. I rolled away just as his huge foot split the ground, then stood up. I planned to throw myself at him again, hoping that I was comparatively small enough to dodge his retaliations and perhaps strike a few more blows against him, but he moved quicker than seemed possible for a creature his size. His body was already spinning around when I regained my footing, and his white tail smashed into me like a massive club.

I went flying through the air like I had been launched by a ballista, and I slammed into the side of the cliff face so hard my bones would have shattered if I had been a man rather than a Wyrmidon. Even still, I felt my shoulder pop out of its socket, and I shouted in pain as I landed back on the plateau and slid slowly across the ice.

“Sol!” Kyriel shrieked.

My vision was blurred by a red haze, but I saw her leap off the ledge and land in a crouch, then bounce up and sprint toward me. But she only made it halfway before Rilas simply reached out and snatched her up with one of his huge claw.

She screamed in frustration as she wriggled in his grip, and I saw a swirl of shadowy tendrils as she used her power to try and shift into the Pale to escape. But Rilas’s entire arm shifted into the same purplish haze, and she didn’t go anywhere.

“Come, Princess,” he snarled as he began beating his wings. “We have wasted more than enough time here.”

With that, he launched himself into the air, and I could hear Kyriel’s scream fading away as he vanished into the fog.

Vinarys was at my side a moment later, her hands channeling healing magic while her green eyes tracked the white wyrm as he flew away.

“No!” she cried out in desperation, her head shaking and her body shivering. “We have to stop him!”

I didn’t know if it was the agonizing pain in my arm, the ferric scent of blood on my claws, or the sight of Kyriel being forcibly carried away by a living monster, but something inside me snapped. An intense heat built inside my chest as if I were about to explode. I flipped over and pushed Vin away as if I were about to retch…but instead, I belched up a burst of flame that melted the ice around us.

And the fire didn’t stop there. I could feel it spreading through every part of me—organs and bones, muscles and sinew—and I watched with a combination of wonder and horror as the scaled hands holding me upright began to expand. Within a few seconds, they no longer resembled human hands at all…and neither did the rest of me.

“Faarea!” Vinarys breathed.

I was every bit as stunned when I caught a glimpse of myself in what remained of the icy slick covering the plateau. I was no longer merely a large man with draconic features; I was an actual golden wyrm with vibrant golden scales, sloping horns, and a set of wings so large they could practically stretch across the entire plateau.

It seemed impossible. It felt impossible. But as I reared back and unfurled my wings, I knew it was true nonetheless.

“Praise Lahara,” Vin said. “It’s a miracle!”

I could have easily sat there staring at my reflection in the ice for hours, wondering how and why and what came next. But then I looked up into the sky as Rilas disappeared into distant clouds, and I clenched my huge jaw and lowered my neck to the ground.

“Get on,” I instructed her. “Quickly!”

Vin’s mouth was still hanging open in amazement, but she managed to pull herself together long enough to move to my side. I feared that she might struggle getting on top of me given how she usually preferred to be the one getting mounted, but fortunately she had enough experience riding wyverns to climb into position and grab onto my horns for purchase.

Once she was ready, I stood upright, stretched out my wings, and prepared to leap into the air. Given how strange I still felt in my new body—and given that I had obviously never tried to fly before—I shouldn’t have had any idea what I was doing. But somehow, the knowledge was just there in my mind, as if it were pure instinct rather than a learned skill. Perhaps the knowledge was simply there inside my dragon blood, or perhaps I was merely lucky. But whatever the reason, I had no trouble launching myself upward and taking flight.

The cold wet air rushed past us as I climbed, parting the fog with every beat of my wings. And while the knowledge of how to fly may have been instinctual, the actual experience of it was completely new…and every bit as wondrous as I could have imagined. The beauty of the world unfurled beneath me as if I were unrolling a vibrant tapestry, and if we weren’t trying to rescue Kyriel, it would have been so easy to lose myself in the experience. But the thought of her struggling in Rilas’s claws was all it took to motivate me to stay focused despite the novelty and splendor of my transformation.

I didn’t see any signs of the white wyrm as we approached the battlefield, but there were plenty of other flyers in the air…mostly Tirzak. A single glance downward confirmed that the situation was every bit as dire as I’d feared. I spotted dozens of dead wyverns and their riders strewn across the plains, most appearing as if they had fallen out of the sky and crashed after being swarmed by Tirzak females. But that carnage was nothing compared to the combined sight of the Windsong and Valostri armies.

Or rather, what was left of them.

The sodden fields were littered with bodies and stained with blood. The Tirzak swarm was immense—there had to be tens of thousands of hunters and warriors enveloping the hapless armies. Windsong’s lines had crumbled, and the last pockets of survivors were being engulfed. It looked as if they tried to withdraw only to be cut off en route to the road back to Oro Sarn.

The Legion hadn’t fared much better. While there were significantly more dead Tirzak on that part of the battlefield, our army had still clearly been overwhelmed by sheer numbers. A few dozen horses did seem to have broken through in order to flee west, though a large group of Tirzak were rushing forward to try and cut them off…

Growling in the back of my throat, I lowered my right wing and banked hard across the battlefield. I could feel several of the Tirzak flyers pursuing me, but their toxic darts were little more than harmless pinpricks on my golden scales. I kept my focus on the swarm below, once again relying on my instinctive knowledge as I sucked in a deep breath and felt the sweltering heat building in my gut.

The Tirzak saw me coming, of course, and the few channelers amongst the swarm managed to erect protective magical barriers as I swept down at them like an immense bird of prey. Had there been more of them, they might have been able to withstand my attack. But with only a scattered few to try to protect several hundred warriors, they didn’t stand a chance.

Flames spewed from my mouth as I rushed past, obliterating everyone and everything in my path. The magical shields buckled like glass before a hammer, and Tirzak carapaces offered no more defense against dragonfire than flesh or metal plates. By the time my breath was exhausted, I had left behind a trench of burning bodies, flaming grass, and clouds of smoke and steam.

I flapped my wings to regain altitude, then soared around in a wide arc to appreciate my handiwork. The surviving Tirzak were now scattering, while the Legion survivors seemed to have a clear path back to the Crossroads. But personally, I was stricken by the sheer scope of the devastation I had unleashed. The burning black line I had drawn was much larger than I’d realized. In a single pass, I had probably killed ten times the number of Tirzak as during our battle in the Peaks, possibly more. Wielding this kind of power really was undeniably satisfying…

And also more than a little frightening.

As I continued surveying the battlefield, I noticed that the rest of the mantis forces appeared to be breaking off their attack, presumably in an attempt to get into cover in case I came around for another pass. The speed and coordination was damn impressive; no other army could have reacted in such a quick, organized fashion. Nevertheless, there was nothing stopping me from slaughtering even more of them before they fled…

“Look!” Vinarys shouted.

I craned my long neck and saw her pointing into the distance. When my gaze followed, I spotted a huge black shape moving through the clouds. I was having trouble maintaining a sense of direction while airborne, but I didn’t really care where Rilas was headed. All that mattered was catching up to him as quickly as possible.

Beating my wings as hard as I could, I accelerated in pursuit. I made it a point to get above him before taking a sharp angle to try and cut him off. It wasn’t easy—flying was proving far more taxing than I’d realized—but I was resolved to intercept him at any cost. I could feel Vinarys holding onto the ridges of my neck for dear life, and I did what I could to stay as level as possible. I really wished I knew a channeling technique that would allow me to summon a saddle for her.

And that was only one of my tactical considerations. With Rilas holding onto Kyriel, I couldn’t risk hitting him in such a way that he would simply drop her, nor could I simply unleash my fiery breath and attempt to roast him. I also couldn’t afford to get into a mid-air skirmish where the two of us clawed for each other’s throats like angry hounds. From my understanding, wyvern riders avoided direct mount-to-mount skirmishes for that exact reason—they didn’t want to get thrown off in the tumble. My only real option was to get him to release Kyriel when we were closer to the ground…

For now, though, I kept my eyes on the target and tried to soar at him as discreetly as I could. Dragons weren’t exactly known for their stealth, but with all the fog and dense storm clouds, my normally massive shadow was practically nonexistent. That, plus the fact that Rilas had no idea I could transform into a full wyrm, allowed me to get above him undetected. And by the time he did look back over his shoulder, it was too late.

I slammed into Rilas like a bird of prey, my claws clamping onto his wings to prevent them from moving. He snarled in protest, but I was finally strong enough to hold him in place. Our wings, now immobilized, became gliders controlling our descent, and I tried to steer us toward an open section of the plains where I hoped to ground him so we could fight with less risk of harming the girls.

But Rilas had other plans. Purplish shadows enveloped his entire body, and all of a sudden it was like I was trying to hold onto a cloud rather than a man. He became so insubstantial he passed right through me.

Having seen his other powers in action, I momentarily wondered if he had just shifted himself and Kyriel into the Pale where he could escape altogether. But then I heard flapping wings above me as well as the familiar sound of him sucking in a deep breath…

“Hold on!” I warned, spinning my entire body around in midair and praying that Vinarys would be able to hold on. Because Rilas’s mouth was already filling with freezing air, and I could only think of one way to counter it.

As he unleashed a torrent of icy death, I countered with a gout of roaring fire. Swirls of white and orange filled the air—flame and frost, summer and winter, life and death. I had no idea how long I could keep it up, but I did everything I could to both counter his blast while also trying to spew in a direction that would miss Kyriel…

And then it was over. Both our breaths sputtered out in the same heartbeat, and I flipped myself back around just in time to see the plains rushing up to greet me. I struck the ground hard enough I was surprised even dragon bones didn’t break from the force of the impact. But the rain had greatly softened the soil, and I skidded through the mud for several dozen yards before I finally came to a halt. I whispered a silent prayer to Lahara when I heard Vinarys gasping for breath on my back, horrified but safe. And I felt another wave of relief when I saw Kyriel in Rilas’s claw as he came to a more dignified sliding landing nearby.

“So you have awakened,” Rilas said, his teeth and maw still covered in rime. “The scions were fools to doubt you. But don’t worry, I’ll make sure they all suffer for their arrogance.”

“Release the princess!” I snarled back, shifting my weight to get out of the mud. “We can fight, just you and me.”

Rilas chuckled. “The gladiator who became a dragon. It would be quite the show, wouldn’t it? You and I could fill the Parthanex…though we might destroy it in the process.”

“I’ll accept that challenge. Put her down and we’ll fly right there.”

His monstrous grin widened, and his claw clenched tighter around Kyriel as she continued squirming. “I applaud your strength—if the Empire had more dragons with your determination and ferocity, it wouldn’t be in such a vulnerable position. But I’m afraid that you still don’t fully understand the forces you’re dealing with.”

Rilas rose up on his haunches again. “I have discovered countless secrets within the shadows of the Pale—secrets that have made me stronger than an Elder Dragon. You cannot defeat me, Lord Farric, but you can still join me. Submit, and we shall forge a new Lostrien together.”

“I’m not going to submit to anything, least of all a madman with delusions of grandeur.”

“A pity. Then I’m afraid I must teach you one final lesson.”

I lunged forward, planning to grab his exposed neck and tear it apart, but a ball of writhing shadows shot out from his open claw and curled around me. The chill was so intense it seeped straight into my bones, and all the strength and power I had gained in my miraculous transformation slipped away in an instant. My draconic body became so heavy I couldn’t even keep myself upright, and I collapsed into the mud as if I had been pierced through the heart.

“Sol!” Kyriel cried out from inside his claw. I wanted to reach out to her, but I couldn’t muster the strength to lift a single limb.

“You should be grateful that I’ve improved my father’s technique,” Rilas said. “I have the decency to kill my enemies rather than leave them weak and rotten like Sovereign Alessara.”

With the last of my strength, I tried to channel the Aether and dispel the affliction he had woven upon me, but it didn’t have any effect. I could actually feel it eating away at my insides like a plague…

Until suddenly, it stopped. I had no explanation for how or why, but the gnawing sensation in my gut was gone. And after a few more seconds, I could feel my strength returning as well. I was beyond confused…and so was Rilas. I could see the surprise on his face when the shadows stopped consuming me, and his eyes flicked up and narrowed at the woman on my back.

“What is that?” he demanded.

I had to crane my neck until I could see the eerie vibrant glow of Vin’s amulet, and I belatedly realized that she was using the strange talisman to drain the corruption out of me like she did with Kyriel’s tattoos.

“Give that to me!” Rilas demanded. He stomped forward, and just when he was about to take a swipe with his free claw, Vinarys held up the amulet, flipped it around to the side with the engraving…

And unleashed a blast of pure white energy that struck Rilas in his chest. He screamed—a horrible, ear-splintering shriek so discordant it sounded like dozens of different creatures dying at once. He stumbled away, his white scales seared a deep black, before Vinarys unleashed a second blast and hit him again. I had no idea how the energy was harming him, but it was so pearly white it looked like a beam of coalesced moonlight.

In that moment, Kyriel made her move. She slipped free of Rilas’s grip when his claws reflexively opened, and she dashed through the mud toward us.

Just as Vinarys was about to unleash a third blast, the shadows coiled around Rilas…and he disappeared.

I looked around, wondering if he might have shifted away only to try and attack us from a different angle, but the blasts seemed like they had truly injured him. And when the princess reached my side, she vaulted up onto my back with a single acrobatic motion.

“Fly!” she cried out. “Now!”

I didn’t know exactly what had happened or how Vinarys had turned her amulet into a weapon. But what mattered was that we had Kyriel, and this was our chance to finally get out of here before Rilas returned and tried to reclaim her.

Beating my wings, I launched us back into the air. We headed straight for Tir Bereth, and didn’t look back.
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Blue and Gold


“Will she live?”

The question hung in the air as if Vinarys were afraid to answer. I was absolutely afraid to hear the response, since she had been in the infirmary with Sovereign Alessara for several hours now.

“I don’t know,” Vin admitted, her voice so quiet and fragile it was barely recognizable.

“What do you mean you don’t know?” General Laeryl asked in the same frustrated tone she’d been using ever since she’d returned to Tir Bereth. “Your healing magic is supposed to be able to—”

“Let her speak,” Kyriel interrupted.

Vinarys didn’t continue right away. Like the rest of us, she was obviously still overwhelmed by everything that had happened. Even now, hours later, I struggled to believe it myself.

The Tirzak swarm had conquered Blackwood Vale. Dragon Father Malion was missing and likely dead. And if Vinarys couldn’t find a way to purge the venom, Sovereign Alessara would perish as well.

It was no exaggeration to say that the fate of Lostrien was at stake. And perhaps even the Empire itself, if Rilas Bastrel got his way.

“This isn’t normal Tirzak poison,” Vinarys said. “It’s concentrated wyvern venom, and we all know how deadly that is.”

“Yes, but we also have antivenoms for it,” Laeryl pointed out. “So what’s the problem?”

“None of us understand the nature of the Sovereign’s curse, but it has done something to her blood which makes Vaz Gorati healing magic less effective. I’ve been able to greatly slow the poison down, but I can’t seem to counteract it completely. Her Majesty may fight it off on her own…but she may not. I’m afraid there’s nothing we can do but wait.”

Laeryl hissed but otherwise fell silent. The four of us were standing in one of the small, private rooms inside the Temple of Lahara in Tir Bereth. Vinarys had been in the main infirmary with the Sovereign for quite a while now, and Kyriel and I had been waiting almost the whole time. Precious few in the palace or the capital even knew what had happened yet, and we hoped to keep it that way until the remnants of our army were able to limp back to the city.

Because when the truth did finally get out, I had no idea what was going to happen. Lostrien had lived under the protection of blue Valostri dragons for ten thousand years, and it was impossible to know how everyone would react to suddenly having that blanket of safety pulled off of them…even if it was replaced by another one.

Namely, me.

“We’ll do everything we can to keep her strong and help her fight it off,” Vinarys said. “Several of the guild apothecaries are already on their way, and there’s still a chance they can come up with a stronger antivenom. But since the normal counteragents didn’t work, it’s impossible to say for certain.”

“Mother is the strongest person I’ve ever met,” Kyriel replied quietly. “She’ll survive. She just needs a little more time.”

She squeezed Vin’s arm, and the two of them locked eyes for a moment before the priestess went back to the infirmary to join the acolytes. Once she was gone, Kyriel closed her eyes, drew in a deep breath, and turned to look at the Wyrmguard General.

“Have the riders brought any news?” she asked.

Laeryl’s eyes remained distant for several heartbeats before she finally shook herself out of it and looked at the princess.

“Most of the Legion survivors have rallied in the Crossroads,” she said. “I’ve given the orders to help evacuate the town as soon as possible.”

“Any word from the rangers in the hills?” I asked.

“Captain Arindur and his men should be back in Tella Lanthir by now. I’ll have them pull back to the capital in the morning.” The general’s face hardened. “The bulk of the mantis army appears to be heading north toward Oro Sarn. They’ve yet to make any moves west.”

“They will,” Kyriel said darkly. “It’s only a matter of time. Bastrel’s son intends to take all of Lostrien, and he’s convinced that the Empire is too weak to send help and try to stop him.”

Laeryl scoffed. “Then he’s as foolish as his father. I dispatched riders to Anar Dol for help—there’s no way that the Emperor or the Council can ignore a threat of this magnitude. I wouldn’t be surprised if they send several Elder Dragons to aid us.”

I shared a doubtful glance with Kyriel. Rilas had seemed absolutely certain that the Empire wouldn’t—couldn’t—interfere with his plans, and while it was possible that he was simply insane, my gut told me that he knew something we didn’t. As for what that something was…well, that was anyone’s guess.

“The other houses will likely count on that as well,” Kyriel added quietly. “They’ll pull all their forces back and tighten their defenses while hoping that the Empire will send more dragons to intervene.”

“They would be wise to do so, and I suggest that we do the same,” Laeryl said. “With your permission, I will contact Legate Morovir and begin coordinating the city’s defenses.”

Kyriel nodded. “Do it. I want every legionary in the province recalled here as soon as possible.”

“It will be done, Your Highness.”

Laeryl offered each of us a quick bow, then turned to leave the room. But just before she could slip away, Kyriel touched her arm.

“You really have no idea what happened to my father?” she asked.

The Wyrmguard General swallowed heavily. “The last time I saw him, the Dragon Father was leading a charge into the enemy to hold them back so we could escape with your mother.”

Kyriel’s lip quivered. “I see.”

“He fought bravely, Your Highness,” Laeryl said. “Without him, none of us would have escaped.”

“Velui, tira hon,” Kyriel whispered, her jaw clenched. “Thank you, General.”

Laeryl lingered for another moment, then turned and left the temple. The two of us stood there alone in the oppressive silence, exhausted and overwhelmed.

Kyriel had donned her armor rather than a more stately dress once we had returned, and she had her own quiverless bow strapped to her back. Since my Legion cuirass had been destroyed during my transformation, I’d had to settle for a tunic and trousers. Vinarys had insisted that the artificers would get me a proper glamour stone to project an illusion of whatever clothing or armor I wanted, but we had far more important things to worry about right now, like saving the Sovereign’s life.

And preparing for the inevitable Tirzak assault.

“I want to go back out there and see if there are any more survivors, but I know I can’t,” Kyriel said, closing her eyes. “I can’t afford to be reckless, not with my mother injured and…”

She trailed off and swallowed. I reached out and gave her arm a reassuring squeeze.

“Like you said, she’ll make it,” I told her.

Kyriel nodded solemnly. I could practically see her shoulders slumping from the mantle of authority which had been unceremoniously thrown over her shoulders, not to mention the stress, doubt, and fear on her face. But I could also see the raw determination shining through.

“My father could be an ass at times, but he is also a great warrior,” she whispered. “If anyone could survive this, it’s him.”

She swallowed again, then visibly braced herself. “But I can’t worry about that right now. Tir Bereth is vulnerable. If Rilas sends his swarm this way next, we have to be ready for him.”

“Thousands more Legion troops will be arriving from the other fiefdoms tomorrow and the day after,” I reminded her. “The city’s fortifications are strong—he’d be a fool to come here first.”

“Maybe,” Kyriel whispered. “But either way, we need to get you back in the sky. Word must already be spreading about your appearance. The best thing we can do is let the people see that the dustborn victor of the Midsummer Games is truly a dragon—a full dragon.”

I pursed my lips. “I doubt it will placate them when they learn about everything else that’s happened.”

“Maybe not, but it will help. And once word spreads to the other fiefdoms, they might also realize that you’re their only chance of survival.”

Oh, the bitter irony of that, I thought to myself. Prior to today’s events, I would have been amused at the prospect of the hostile scions feeling as if they needed to crawl to me on their bellies for help. But not now, not after the carnage we had witnessed and the uncertain future stretching out before us.

The prospect of civil war between the Great Houses had been bad enough, but a massive Tirzak swarm led and controlled by a white dragon was something else entirely. We didn’t know how grievously Rilas had been injured, nor did we understand precisely how Vinarys’s relic had harmed him in the first place. But I had no doubt whatsoever that it was a temporary reprieve at best. He would be back, and his Tirzak would envelop all of Lostrien if we couldn’t figure out a way to stop him.

“You can transform again, right?” Kyriel asked.

“I think so,” I said, turning over my palms and looking at my hands. “It’s difficult to explain, but the understanding is just…there. Things I have no business understanding suddenly make perfect sense.”

“Ancestral knowledge is part of a dragon’s blood legacy. Now that you’ve unlocked it, there’s no going back.” She looked me up and down, then gave me a tight smile. “We tried all those things to help you transform, and it turns out that all you needed was to fight another dragon.”

“If only we’d known that there was another dragon for me to fight,” I muttered. I returned her grin, then reached out and gave her arm a comforting squeeze. “Are you sure you’re all right? You’ve barely said a word about what happened other than that they stuck you in a cave.”

“What happened is that Theovar believed he’d found a new vassal, but all he’d really done was invite a monster into his house.”

Her smile faded, and she drew in a long, slow breath before she continued.

“He believed that Rilas could lift his father’s curse, and that after doing so I would be able to ignite my own dragon blood and transform. Theovar also thought I’d be so grateful afterward that I’d choose him as my consort in a heartbeat. He was always…optimistic.”

“And foolish,” I said. “He thought he could control a dragon?”

“He didn’t know that Rilas was a dragon,” Kyriel explained. “He assumed the man was exactly what he looked like: a weak, deformed heir to a dead house with no prospects for the future. I doubt Theovar even knew Rilas had Palerending abilities, let alone draconic blood.”

She shrugged. “He and his father also seemed to believe that after they’d exposed my mother’s weakness, she would have no choice but to go along with whatever they wanted. In the idealized world of Theovar’s imagination, I would transform and give him a dragon child—probably children, actually, because he seemed to think I’d be so grateful that I’d fall in love with him. And as for Rilas, all he’d asked for was the restoration of his family’s land in the Vale. But that was obviously just part of the ruse to get everyone to send their forces to the Crossroads for a parley.”

“Where he could destroy all his enemies at once,” I finished.

Kyriel nodded grimly. “Rilas hates the Windsongs for turning against his father during the rebellion. Destroying them was as much about vengeance as anything else. But the result is that the Windsong army has been crippled, the Legion has suffered a tremendous blow, and the fiefdoms are as divided as they’ve ever been.”

She paused, then gave me another tight smile. “But no one knew about you—you’re the wildcard nobody considered. Rilas expected to conquer Lostrien because he’s the only dragon, but he isn’t. You have the power to fight him.”

“Only without his shadow magic,” I reminded her. “Without Vin’s amulet, I’d be dead.”

Kyriel cast a glance toward the door to the infirmary but didn’t reply.

“I think I deserve the full story,” I prompted. “Vin told me that you found it in the Pale along with Duatha, and that it seems like a relic of an Old God.”

“Shalassa,” the princess replied quietly as she turned back to face me. “The Moon-Kissed Huntress.”

“Which can apparently drain Pale corruption from your tattoos and also hurt a dragon,” I said. “Do you have any idea why?”

“I wish we did, but no. The Vaz Gorati destroy any relics of the Old Gods on sight. We couldn’t exactly show it to any sages or scholars.” Kyriel pressed her lips into a tight line. “But all of that is going to change now. We need to know more about it as soon as possible. It might be the only counter to Bastrel’s shadow magic.”

I nodded in silent agreement. I had always been confused about why the elves were so obsessed with snuffing out ancient religions. Many dustborn, particularly those who lived on the fringes of Imperial society, still offered prayers to one or all of the Old Gods. Many believed that despite what the elves claimed, the gods were listening and could improve their lot in life. Others were outright sympathetic with the various Godsworn cults who wanted to overthrow the Wyrm Lords and liberate the Old Gods from their prison within the Pale. My family had leaned more toward the former than the latter, though I had encountered all types of people while serving in the Legion and traveling across Lostrien.

“Either way, we need to get you back out there,” Kyriel said, placing a hand on my chest. “Go and fly around the city. Let the people see their dustborn dragon. After that…we should talk more.”

I offered her a slight bow. “As you wish, Your Highness.”

“Just try not to destroy your clothes until we get you a proper glamour stone,” she said, patting my tunic. “I’ll have Lia meet you on the Sovereign’s Roost when you’re done.”

I grunted and looked down at my clothes. “Still not sure how I feel about the prospect of walking around naked with just an illusion between me and the world.”

Kyriel snickered. After everything that had happened, her smile still wasn’t quite as bright as the ones I’d gotten used to that night on the balcony together, but it was close.

“You’ll get used to it. Besides, dragons have nothing to be ashamed of.” Her blue eyes flicked downward for a second. “You least of all.”

I snorted. It wasn’t the prospect of being effectively naked around her or the other girls all the time which had concerned me. In fact, I could think of some very distinct advantages of being able to dismiss your clothes with a simple tap on a magical stone…

“Now get going,” Kyriel said. “The people need to see their new dragon.”
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Before Vinarys and I had flown off to find Kyriel a few days ago, I had never seen the Cerulean City from above. And since we’d been in such a hurry in both directions, I hadn’t been able to spend much time appreciating the sheer grandeur of the view from the back of a wyvern. Nonetheless, I’d still been awestruck by the majesty of the Azureheart palace, the brilliance of Gûl Norigaad, and the sheer size and spectacle of the Parthanex. And now, incredibly, I had the power to gaze down upon them whenever I wanted.

Because I was a dragon.

Stretching out my massive wings, I soared over the city for the twentieth time in the past hour. Despite near total darkness, my draconic eyes could see everything with remarkable clarity, from the huge buildings at the center to the smaller dustborn neighborhoods at its fringes. Tir Bereth was one of the oldest settlements in the entire Empire, and while I had always known that the city was beautiful, I had never been able to properly appreciate the sheer scale of that beauty until now.

Nor had I ever been so committed to its defense. Because no matter how many Tirzak Rilas Bastrel threw at us, I refused to allow him to destroy ten thousand years of history out of spite.

Tilting my huge body to the side, I banked southward as best I could, trying my best to mirror the curve of the eastern wall. I still had a great deal to learn about my new powers—I could transform, yes, and flying was so natural to me now that it was almost disturbing. I could definitely stand to learn how to control my fiery breath better, however, and I also wanted to practice carrying a rider as much as possible. Frankly, it was nothing short of a miracle that Vinarys hadn’t been thrown off of me during the battle. I was also curious to see what it would feel like to wear a saddle.

Channeling the Aether had proven easy enough while in dragon form, and my spells were even more powerful without having to worry about backlash from the Flensing. I couldn’t wait to test my new limits, particular with arcane barriers. Would I be able to shield several people at once with Aetheric armor? Or perhaps even an entire army? If so, it could make a tremendous difference in our next inevitable clash with the Tirzak.

The only real question now was whether Rilas and his mantis warriors would give me the time I needed to figure it all out.

Banking even harder to the right, I swung over the southeastern defense tower before leveling out and soaring toward the palace. The midnight air was cool and crisp on my golden scales, but the chill never reached my bones. It was genuinely difficult not to feel invincible when I was this large, particularly when I saw the people below looking up at me in awe and wonder. Kyriel had wanted me to give everyone in the city a chance to see me in my full draconic splendor, and I had taken the suggestion to heart. Hopefully the presence of a new dragon—and apparently the first golden one from Lostrien in centuries—would buttress them against the dire news from the Crossroads. Only time would tell.

But the one thing I knew for certain was that the Great House patriarchs and scions would no longer be able to deny what I was. Hopefully they would also realize that their fates were now inexorably bound to mine.

I did my best to slow down when I approached the palace, and I steered my body toward the Sovereign’s Roost, the huge aviary platform on the building’s northern edge. Landing had proven to be considerably more difficult than taking off, so I had to pass by overhead twice before I was confident enough to hit the platform rather than crash into the side of the building. Thankfully, the Aetheric enchantments woven into the roost pad itself made it far more durable than it seemed, so it didn’t rumble in the slightest when I crashed onto it harder than I had intended.

Kyriel had told me that she would instruct Liawen to wait for me on the Roost, and thanks to my improved vision and hearing, I detected a figure moving toward me the instant I landed. Perhaps heightened draconic senses would finally be the thing that prevented my new concubine from accidentally sneaking up on me all the time…

But to my surprise, the figure wasn’t Lia—it was Princess Kyriel herself.

She glided across the aviary platform, and she appeared to be carrying a simple robe for me to throw on once I transformed back into a man. Her blue eyes sparkled in wonder as they took in my dragon form.

“We flew all the way here, but a part of me still didn’t believe it,” she said. “Lahara truly has blessed you.”

“If only she were here to explain how it all works,” I replied, still a little stunned at my deep, resonant dragon voice. My sensitive dragon ears might have made it sound louder than it was. “I still have a lot to learn.”

“You’ll figure it all out, I’m sure of it,” she said. “And the more everyone in Tir Bereth sees you, the better. I can’t even imagine the conversations taking place in taverns across the city now.”

She stepped in close enough that she could place her hand on the golden scales near my left wing. I noticed that she was still wearing her armor, and I wondered if that might become her standard dress in the palace now that we were at war. Perhaps she thought that it would make everyone take her more seriously.

“I knew the truth about you the moment I put that drop on my tongue during the Tasting,” Kyriel said. “But it’s still amazing to see you like this.”

I stayed silent and allowed her to examine me as closely as she wanted. I had always enjoyed watching Vinarys fawn over my bare chest, and it turned out that I enjoyed Kyriel fawning over my scales just as much.

“You know, I never actually saw my mother transform up close,” Kyriel added quietly. “I’d see her flying around the city or speaking with others at a distance, but she spent nearly all her time as an elf. She didn’t tell me the truth until a few years ago. Lostrien hasn’t been protected by a real dragon for decades.”

“Once the two of you have your curse lifted, it will have three.”

“Assuming that’s possible,” she said, voice solemn. “But even if it isn’t, there will still be more in a few decades as long as you and I do our jobs.”

Her blue eyes glimmered invitingly, and I felt an excited tingle ripple through my entire draconic body. Bracing myself, I focused on cooling my dragon blood, and after a few heartbeats the scales on my arms and legs began to recede.

Even having endured it several times by now, the transformation process was still surreal and strenuous. The feeling of my bones shrinking and bending was unlike anything I’d ever experienced, particularly the twisting in my jaw as my teeth and mouth shrunk. Yet despite the disgusting crunching sounds, the process didn’t hurt. The fact that there were so many strange things happening to my body simultaneously was probably a boon, because they all blended together so thoroughly I couldn’t focus on any one of them in particular.

It was all over in the span of a few seconds, and I was once again a man rather than a dragon.

“Sanathar’s breath,” Kyriel exclaimed. “It really doesn’t hurt?”

“Not exactly,” I said between haggard breaths. “But it is…intense.”

She handed me my robe as she eyed my naked body up and down. “The artificers should have the glamour stone ready by tomorrow. You’ll just have to choose what outfits you want stored inside the Aetheric matrix.”

“I get a choice?”

“Of course. It’s typical to have a few formal and casual outfits, plus one with armor.”

I arched an eyebrow. “Illusory armor that can’t protect you from anything?”

“It’s about presentation, not function,” Kyriel replied with a smirk. “There’s a gallery in the library I can show you. Some of the historical designs are quite elaborate. Bones, horns, giant pauldrons…since it’s not real, you don’t have to worry about whether it is practical.”

“I see,” I murmured. “That still seems chilly. Particularly in winter.”

“Dragon blood burns hot.”

“Not that hot.”

“Well, that’s what concubines are for,” Kyriel said. As I started to button my robe, she reached out and took my hand. “And consorts.”

She gave me a look so sweltering it made me think she was about to devour me…or perhaps just leap into my arms right then and there. But then, a mere instant later, she turned away and tugged on my hand.

“Come,” she said, gesturing to the spiraling ramp on the side of the aviary. “There’s something I want to show you.”

I followed alongside her, still taken aback by her unexpected intensity. My heartbeat quickened, and it had nothing to do with my transformation or my dragon blood. What was she up to?

While the aviary’s main platform led to the upper levels of the palace, the spiraling ramp on the side led all the way into the palace gardens below. I remembered coming in this direction when the Dragon Father had first brought me here after my victory in the Parthanex, though I hadn’t been in this particular section. The garden was enormous; from above, I spotted a dozen distinct areas filled with fountains, statues, and flowers of different colors. A byzantine hedge maze connected them all.

“I’ve asked the magisters in Gûl Norigaad if there’s any way they can protect the palace from future incursions through the Pale,” Kyriel said as she began leading me through the maze. “There are some techniques they can use to strengthen the fabric of the Veil, but they will all take a tremendous amount of work, not to mention a great deal of our waning vatari supplies.”

“Still seems worth it to me,” I replied. “Otherwise there’s nothing stopping Rilas from trying to abduct you again.”

“Or assassinate you or my mother outright,” she added. “In any event, General Lyrael plans to double the Wyrmguard presence everywhere on palace grounds. And she’s going to station additional guards at critical places all over the city.”

“Another wise precaution.”

“Yes, but one that’s going to make privacy even more difficult.”

She squeezed my hand, then led me into a walled off section of the hedge maze with a huge statue of a silver dragon connected to a fountain. Aluthil, if I wasn’t mistaken, the Dragon Apostle of change, illusions, water, and the moon. Like the other apostles, she was ostensibly the child of the Dragon Goddess and not strictly divine herself, though I had always thought that her domains bore a striking similarity to those of Shalassa.

“Tomorrow will be difficult,” Kyriel said, taking us into the lush grass in front of the statue surrounded by a beautiful bed of purple chrysanthemums. “Many decisions need to be made, particularly if my mother starts getting worse.”

She paused, then turned and smiled up at me. “But tonight, I wanted to forget about all that…at least for a little while.”

I smiled back. “Sounds like a good idea to me.”

Her blue eyes glimmered as she gently cupped my cheeks in her hands. Holding my gaze, she stretched up on the tips of her toes and brought our mouths together. Her kiss was every bit as warm and passionate as the evening on my balcony, but considerably more desperate. She moaned softly while our tongues became reacquainted, and it wasn’t long before the tattoos on her right arm started to glow a soft blue. My hands quickly settled on her sides where they could fully appreciate the expanse of taut, bare flesh between her slender waistline and her cropped armor.

The glow of her markings gradually brightened as the vatari fed on my power, and as my fingers explored her soft skin, I yearned to lift her up into my arms and pick up where we’d left off the last time. But then there was a crash of thunder in the sky above as the storm which had darkened the battlefield this afternoon finally encroached on Tir Bereth. We had some cover from the sparse canopy over the gardens, but it still wasn’t long before I felt the first cool drops on my skin.

I pulled back just enough that I could speak. “Should we go inside?”

“No,” Kyriel breathed. “This is exactly where we’re meant to be.”

She kissed me again, even harder this time. And while I was distracted by the increasingly vigorous swirl of her tongue, she got a firm grip on my arms, slipped a leg behind me, and pushed against me hard enough that I effectively had no choice but to fall onto my back in the grass. I landed hard enough that I might have been annoyed if it weren’t so expertly done…

Or if she hadn’t ended up mounted on top of me afterward. I could feel the heat of her core against me through her leather trousers, and she didn’t waste any time in pushing open the front of my robe and dragging her fingernails over my chest. Happily taking the hint, I reached up behind her and tried to unbuckle the straps of her cropped breastplate.

I only managed to get half the straps off before Kyriel broke off and began kissing her way down my neck while still raking her fingernails over my chest. I was so accustomed to taking charge in bedroom matters that it was strange to feel as if I was being devoured rather than the other way around, but I didn’t mind. My manhood was as hard, thick, and desperate for attention as it had ever been. Kyriel could surely feel it pressing against her core, yearning to finally be allowed inside where it belonged…

She paused once she had finally kissed her all the way down my chest, then leaned back and eyed the throbbing stem that was waiting for her. She was no stranger to the sight of my cock; she had watched me spill during the Tasting and again when Vin had coaxed a sample out of me for them to share. But she still looked down at my member in wonder even as her fingers curled around the shaft.

“I’m not supposed to do this,” Kyriel said, sounding as if she were speaking to herself. “Such things are beneath a Dragon Princess.”

She swallowed heavily. “But the thing is,” she added, her eyes flashing with a raw, feral hunger, “dragons are also supposed to take what they want.”

Kyriel licked at her lips, opened her mouth, and dove down to swallow me whole.

I moaned in delight as the moist heat enveloped me, amazed and frankly impressed how much of my length she managed to take in her first attempt. Her fingers coiled around the base for support as she bobbed up and down, quickly at first but then more slowly as if she wanted to savor her meal. I couldn’t help but remember the sheer intensity of her reaction when Vinarys had shared my seed with her; Kyriel had acted as if she were imbibing the very nectar of the Dragon Goddess. Even now, just sampling the small dribbles leaking out of me, I could already see her body shuddering in anticipation of a larger feast.

She gasped as she abruptly pulled away, her breaths heavy and her lips covered in saliva. As she turned and looked at me, her hand began pumping me hard.

“Give it to me!” Kyriel exclaimed, her chest heaving and her voice as demanding as if she were uttering a royal decree. “As much as you can!”

Before I could respond, she dove back on top of me. There was an audible pop as her lips reestablished suction, followed by a series of delightful gurgles as she began bobbing up and down again. The sight of such a beautiful girl inhaling my cock made me as hard as steel; the knowledge that it was the Dragon Princess sent me spiraling toward the edge almost immediately.

If she wanted a Tasting all to herself, who was I to say no?

“Here it comes!” I practically shouted, though I doubted that the warning was necessary. Kyriel braced herself in preparation…

And visibly climaxed when the first spurt hit the back of her throat.

I had never seen anything like it, not even when she had shared my seed with Vinarys. Her body locked up, her eyes opened wide, and each new spurt seemed to trigger another euphoric shudder like aftershocks following an earthquake. The tattoos on her arm exploded in a blue glow so intense they could have illuminated the entire palace gardens themselves, and by the fifth and final spurt, white streams began to leak out of the otherwise air-tight seal of her lips. Kyriel simply couldn’t keep up with the sheer volume I was giving her.

But that didn’t stop her from trying. Her throat bulged as she valiantly swallowed what she could, and I watched in fascination as her eyes began to glow just like her markings. Her spirit seemed to leave her body altogether. Even Vinarys, who treated my cum like divine nectar, didn’t finish this hard when I left my sticky gratitude on her face or tits. Kyriel seemed to be having a genuinely transcendent experience.

Yet somehow, it didn’t end after she finally came down. Kyriel turned her whole head to look at me when her lips finally released my cock, and between the rabid glint in her eyes and the cum dangling from her chin like the blood of a fresh kill, she looked more like a panther than a princess.

Without waiting—without so much as a single word—Kyriel’s hands flashed down to her waist where they swiftly unbuckled her belt and pushed her trousers from her hips. She kicked off her boots at the same time, then crawled her way back across my body so she could straddle me. Her seed-stained lips hovered above my mouth just like her sopping quim hovered above my cock. My hands settled on the outside of her smooth thighs, eager to help her impale herself upon me if that was what she wanted.

And she did. I could see it in her eyes and feel it in her heavy breaths. She had wanted me on the balcony the other night, and she wanted me even more now. As she’d said earlier, Dragon blood burned hot, and the purpose of a consort was to stoke those flames.

My thoughts flashed back to the numerous occasions where Vin and Lia had spoken about the endurance requirements of dragon consorts. They had repeatedly told me that I would be expected to please the princess on command no matter how many times I had already spilled.

Well, this was the test. Kyriel had just sucked a massive load out of me, and she clearly didn’t have the patience to give me time to recover. All I had to do to claim the Dragon Princess was get hard again at a moment’s notice.

It was, without a doubt, the easiest trial I had ever faced.

I was rock hard long before she reached between us, and I only got harder as I watched her direct my swollen tip up to her bald quim. I bit down on my lip as her pink, puffy folds parted to embrace me for the first time. Even though I had been placed on this path from the moment I had prevailed in the Tasting, it was still hard to believe it was really happening. All the doubt, all the debate, all the threats…and yet here I was, the first human dragon, about to be given the most valuable prize in all of Lostrien.

She closed her eyes and gasped as she eased the head inside her. I squeezed her thighs for support, letting out my own euphoric moan when I felt her royal quim stretching around me. I was used to taking it easy with girls their first time to ensure that they were ready for me, but Kyriel was a dragon. She was intent on taking that burden herself.

“Oh, gods,” she breathed as she took me in another inch, one hand still on my cock while the other swept a strand of cum from her lips and pushed it into her mouth. I was suddenly glad that she had coaxed me to spill with her mouth, because otherwise there would have been no chance that I could hold out. She was as wet as Vinarys and as tight as Lia, and the sight of my cock disappearing into her tight virgin cunt was easily the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

Kyriel’s eyes rolled back into her head once she had finally impaled herself upon me. She held herself in place for a few heartbeats, delighting in the carnal stretch, before she began grinding against me. I had no doubt that she’d been given countless lessons on how to handle her consort; she seemed to be avoiding eye contact intentionally, as if to remind herself that I was supposed to be an object for her pleasure, not the other way around. I had no problem with that—I was more than content to play the role of her toy.

It didn’t take long for her to start riding me in earnest, her hands on my chest and her hips pumping as they churned against me. She finally grew frustrated with her half-unbuckled armor that she finished the job and cast it aside, revealing her glorious royal tits to me for the first time. I moved my hands up to give them a squeeze as she bounced. I had every intention of getting them into my mouth as soon as I could.

But for now, Kyriel remained in charge. The heat between our bodies was so intense I could barely even feel the raindrops, and it took all my willpower to keep myself from exploding inside her. I wanted her to finish first, so I clenched my teeth and bided my time as her moans and gasps grew more and more frantic…

“Oh…yes…oh!” she squealed as she threw back her head and her wet blond hair with it. I watched as her abdominal muscles flexed, and I felt the shudders of ecstasy ripple through her. She had finally gotten what she was after…

Or at least, part of it. While her tattoos were still glowing a brilliant blue, I had yet to give them the main course of tonight’s feast. And I decided that now was the perfect time to bring it to the table.

The moment Kyriel started to come down, I put my hands on her hips and rolled over until she was pinned beneath me. Her eyes flicked back open in surprise, but I just smiled down at her as I shifted my hands beneath her knees and pushed them upward until her calves were perched on my shoulders. Then, with our roles swapped, I began pounding into her with all my might.

Kyriel didn’t protest at the forced reversal. On the contrary, her eyes lit up and her arms wrapped around my neck. I drove into her fearlessly and relentlessly, holding my lips above hers so we could share in one another’s desperate breaths.

“Do it,” she whimpered over the sound of the beating rain and our slapping flesh. “Give it to me! Fuck me! Breed me!”

Her cries send me spiraling over the edge. My cock throbbed, my body trembled, and I fired spurt after spurt into her precious womb. It felt so good, so right, that I had never felt more certain that this was exactly where I was meant to be.

Kyriel’s breath hitched with every burst, the same as when Vinarys had shared my seed with her except repeated every second as if she were chaining climax after climax. Her entire body clenched around me as tightly as her cunt. Her nails dug into my back, her calves clenched my head, and her eyes rolled back as if her spirit were leaving her body…

I released my hold on her legs once I was spent, then looked down at her in wonder and appreciation. She looked more beautiful than ever with her eyelids fluttering, her damp hair plastered on her face, and her entire body covered in a sheen of rain and sweat. And I could see it all clearly since her tattoos were now glowing so brightly that they were illuminating our private little garden nook as much as the midday sun.

It was only then, as I gazed down upon the most beautiful woman in Lostrien, that I noticed something else was different about her. When her eyes slowly reopened, they weren’t the blue topazes I’d grown used to.

They were a fierce draconic yellow.

To Be Continued
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Dragon Centurion will continue this Fall!

In the meantime, you should check out The Dragon Sovereign if you haven't! You may also enjoy my other fantasy harem works like Dread Knight

If you enjoyed this book, please, please consider leaving a review or even just a quick rating. I hate begging for reviews more than anyone, but they really are important for independent authors.

For updates about new releases, you can join my email list by heading to https://www.sarahhawke.com/newsletter

You can also follow me online on Facebook and on Twitter (@hawkenovels)

And finally, you can support me on Patreon (Hawkenovels) for frequent updates, chapter previews, reader polls, and a chance to give me story suggestions directly!


Appendix


Abalor: One of the Six Gods. Worshiped as the Arbiter, a god of arcane magic, change, and time. Alternatively invoked as the Destroyer, a demon of death, entropy, and judgment

Abethaal: An imperial province on the western coast. Home of Selod Maril, the largest vatari mine in the Empire

Adamantine: A rare, nearly unbreakable metal found only in the Underworld

Aether: the source of magic, can only be channeled by sorcerers or agents of the Six Gods

Anar Dol: The great caldera at the center of the continent that hosts the Council of Wyrms

Avetharri: Also known as highborn elves, the rulers of the Avethian Empire

Chagarri: a race of cat-like hunters

Dalidor: the Dragon Apostle of earth, tradition, and stability

Dathiel: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Watcher, a god of air, truth, and vigilance. Alternatively invoked as the Ravener, a demon of hatred, inquisition, and vengeance

Dragon Apostle: The collective name for Lahara’s children. While they are not gods themselves, they are often worshipped as such by the highborn

Drow: also known as dark elves. Most drow have migrated to Sulinor and left the Empire

Dustborn: Slur referring to the short-lived, non-elven races

Escar: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Guardian, a god of duty, earth, justice, and protection. Alternatively invoked as the Oppressor, a demon of corruption, strife, and tyranny

Faeyn: also known as wood elves. Native to Falinor

Flensing: The name for the backlash caused by overchanneling the Aether, can potentially be lethal

Godsworn: Colloquial name for the Sarodihm Kalefarr (see below)

Highborn: The common name for the Avetharri elves who rule the Empire

Illisaya: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Eternal Lady, a goddess of beauty, fertility, life, and water. Or invoked as the Decaying Mistress, a demon of despair, entropy, pestilence, and torment

Lahara: The Dragon Goddess, the first dragon whose children created the Empire

Larnis: female concubine of a male Wyrm Lord

Lomir Drakath: The capital province of Varellon that hosts the Elder Dragons and their wives

Lostrien: One of the oldest Imperial provinces, ruled by House Valostri and its female Sovereigns for 10,000 years

Moonsilver: A rare metal that is lighter yet stronger than steel

Nugul: A slur for “without magic”

Old Gods: Also knowns as the Six Gods, deities of the ancient world overthrown and cast into the Pale by the Wyrm Lords

Orc: A strong, powerful race of warriors with a long history of being enslaved

Pale: A shadowy realm of demons coterminous with the physical world. The prison of the Old Gods

Quarnis: handmaiden of a female Wyrm Lord

Sanathar: Dragon Apostle of wind and flight

Sarodihm Kalefarr: The "Keepers of the Old Ways," an ancient cult dedicated to the Six Gods and their restoration. Direct rivals of the Wyrm Lords

Shalassa: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Moonmaiden, a goddess of illusion, light, mysteries, and nature. Or invoked as the Shadowblade, a demon of darkness, deception, murder, and secrets

Sorcery: the art of channeling the Aether. Only practiced by those born with the gift

Solterys: The First Sorcerer, consort to Lahara, creator of the Veil

Tirzak: Mantis creatures who once inhabited most of Varellon before being purged by the dragons

Varellon: the name of the continent ruled by the Empire

Vatari: A magical crystal that absorbs magic. The key component in all artifice

Vaz Gorati: Sisterhood of highborn blood priestesses who worship Lahara and protect the dragon blood. They manage marriages and bloodlines across the Empire

The Veil: The barrier between the physical world and the Pale created by Solterys. Prevents demons from crossing over and imprisons the Old Gods

Wyrm Lord: the title given to full dragons when they come of age

Zelioth: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Liberator, a goddess of fire, freedom, passion, and strength. Or invoked as the Spider Queen, a demon of betrayal, bondage, competition, and lust

Zinshasa: The Dragon Apostle of desire and lust, patron of concubines
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