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Prologue
9584, the 34th Year of Sovereign Alessara Valostri’s Reign


Lostrien was burning.

Not from fire and sorcery, but betrayal. Lord Bastrel’s defiance had ignited old feuds among the Great Houses. Had his treachery gone unpunished, the blaze might have consumed the entire province. But the price of justice was blood, and even the pounding sheets of rain could only spread the crimson stains across the battlefield, not wash them away.

“The Windsong wyverns have the remainder of Bastrel’s forces pinned, Your Majesty,” Lord Malion Starmantle called out from the seat of his saddle, his silver armor dented and bloodied. “My knights are in position to drive into the enemy flank from the east.”

“Then do it,” Alessara said, her draconic voice booming as loudly as the thunder still echoing off the Garothi Peaks to the north. “I will block their escape.”

“Are you certain that is wise? Your legionaries could maneuver along the lake and cut off the road to the castle.”

“No. Bastrel may be wounded, but he’s still a dragon. Our sorcerers may not be able to protect all our soldiers if he attacks.”

Malion’s eyes were barely visible beneath the visor of his helmet, but she could see them narrow nonetheless. “They are dustborn, Your Majesty—better to risk them than you. If their sacrifice will draw him out, then we should—”

“We have sacrificed enough humans already,” Alessara said, putting enough ice in her voice to make it clear that she wasn’t interested in debate, not even with her consort. “Bastrel will pay for every death. A dragon’s justice will be mete in storm and fury.”

With a ferocious roar, the Dragon Sovereign launched herself into the air. Sheets of heavy rain beat against her wings, as if the squall itself was begging her to wait and allow her army to finish the job. But too many of her loyal men had died today, both elf and human alike. She and her Blue Legion may have caught the enemy off guard, but House Bastrel’s forces had fought with skill and ferocity far beyond their numbers. If House Windsong and its wyvern riders hadn’t turned against him, Lord Bastrel would have easily won the battle, and ten thousand years of House Valostri rule would have come to an end.

But now, Alessara’s forces were on the verge of victory. All that remained was for her to end this war the way that only a dragon could.

Beating her wings, Alessara climbed higher above the bloody battlefield. She had no fear of the angry clouds or the lightning crackling through them, for her bloodline was the tempest incarnate. With her magic, she could command the very wind itself, and she used its raging gusts to drive her south over the sodden plains and the countless corpses staining them red.

A flurry of arrows rose to meet her. Most were sent astray by the vortex surrounding her body, while the rest deflected harmlessly off her bright blue scales. Bastrel’s sharpshooters may as well have been trying to pierce the mighty stone walls of Tir Bereth. Even the arcane archers among them had no hope of striking her out of the sky.

Pressing her advantage, Alessara used her draconic sorcery to call down strokes of lightning from the clouds. With so many of Bastrel’s sorcerers felled, the survivors had no choice but to break their haphazard formations to avoid the brilliant bolts of crackling death. But while scattering limited their casualties from her attack, it left them vulnerable when the Starmantle forces came charging in from the eastern flank just like Malion had promised. The Bastrel pikemen couldn’t turn and brace for the incoming cavalry, and their archers were soon left isolated and exposed.

But it wasn’t over yet. Lord Bastrel himself was still out here somewhere, his white scales making him nearly invisible as he darted in and out of the clouds. Trying to chase him down would be impossible; even the Windsong wyverns had been struggling to engage him, and they were far faster and more numerous. Alessara would be far better served by making her foe come to her, and she knew exactly how to make that happen.

Banking to her right, Sovereign Valostri focused on House Bastrel’s surviving officers. They were madly fleeing south across the plains, desperate to reach Toron Hîth. The walls wouldn’t save them, not with their sorcerers dead and their armies broken, but Alessara would still be forced to raze the whole city to get to them. More innocents would die before the traitors could be brought to justice.

She refused to let that happen. With the wind at her wings and the storm at her back, Alessara easily caught up with the fleeing cavalry. There were dozens of them, officers and loyalists as well as one of Lord Bastrel’s sons, all riding the black panthers that were so common in the Vale. Some of the men were protected by heavy armor, while others had shielded themselves in magic.

None had any hope of surviving the storm’s fury.

Thunder shook the valley as Alessara began her attack run. Energy coursed through her draconic body, and the wet fields turned black as her shadow crawled over them like a bleak omen. The few scattered arrows and spells that struck her scales were little more than annoying pinpricks for the mighty blue wyrm. The panthers panicked, and the men tried desperately to scatter. But there was no way for them to escape her wrath.

Lightning spewed from the Sovereign’s maw as she streaked over her prey. The brilliant blue bolts arced through men and beast alike, leaving nothing but melted steel and blackened bone in their wake.

By design, the Bastrel boy was one of the few who survived her attack. His panther, spurred by terror more than the crack of the reins, continued sprinting for the distant city. Alessara swept over him, and she let out a fearsome, ear-splitting roar before she landed in the mount’s path. The shuddering quake from her impact sent rider and beast flying in painfully different directions. As the panther struggled back to its feet and sprinted away, she stomped forward to loom menacingly over her bait.

The man—the boy, really—was no dragon. But he was the bloodline’s only heir, and even a man as craven and cowardly as Lumos Bastrel would surely come to defend his own. Alessara waited, keeping her eyes on the sky while lightning crackled in her maw…

And then her enemy appeared. The white wyrm emerged from the clouds directly above her, his sleek body swooping down at her like a bird of prey. Neither the archers nor the sorcerers nor the wyverns had been able to defeat him on their own, but combined they had turned his pristine wintery scales into a blood-streaked mess. Frost gathered as he planned to unleash his frozen fury, but Alessara was more than ready for him.

Launching herself back into the air, she moved to intercept him just as he tried to freeze her with his chilling breath. Their massive bodies clashed, blue wyrm against white wyrm, claws and teeth furiously rending at one another’s scales. Bastrel’s sleek body was faster, but Alessara’s blue one was stronger. Neither could gain a decisive advantage.

With their wings halted, they crashed to the ground moments later, sliding and tumbling through the rain-softened earth and tearing up grass, shrubs, and trees wherever they moved. Bastrel tried to freeze her head, while she tried to electrocute his. But it wasn’t until his claws raked over her underbelly that Alessara unleashed her full power.

Because she wasn’t merely fighting for her province, but for the unborn dragon princess still growing in her womb.

Renewed by rage and purpose, Alessara battered through the white wyrm’s defenses and slashed open a wide, bloody gap in his scales. While the pain paralyzed him, she picked up his body and slammed it down beneath her, shattering the bones in both his arms. She stood over her battered opponent, rage filling her yellow eyes flashing and lightning crackling in her maw. With a single breath or swipe, she could put an end to this insurrection and bring peace back to Lostrien.

Yet she hesitated. Because despite her righteous rage, despite the draconic might flowing in her veins, Alessara had never wanted to be a killer. Her own consort believed she was weak, a lion who too often sympathized with lambs. But if the Empire was to survive, more Sovereigns needed to become shepherds rather than butchers. There was no other path forward.

“You…” Bastrel wheezed over the blood filling his lungs. “You will destroy Lostrien.”

“I will save it!” Alessara growled. “From treacherous monsters who would rip it apart.”

“You are the traitor! You freed the slaves who defended us. You forbade the magic that could save us.” Bastrel let out a wet snarl. “And you mated with the weak instead of the strong.”

The Sovereign’s eyes flashed, and another spark of power crackled deep in her throat. “You speak of strength, but you’ve led your house to ruin. You will have no heirs, no legacy. Five thousand years of history burned to ash because of your pride and arrogance!”

A shuddering cough rippled through the white wyrm’s broken body, and a crimson river streaked out from beneath his teeth. “Then we are both doomed. Your blood will be tainted, your line broken. You will never know peace again.”

Alessara hissed. “What are you—?”

Bastrel moved so quickly, so subtly, that she had no warning. His right claw, blooded and broken, lifted enough to grab hold of her leg and squeeze. Before she could twist away, his white scales erupted in heatless green flame, and a black, formless shadow passed from his body to hers. She watched in horror as it rippled over her blue scales toward her underbelly…

The pain was as intense as if she had been skewered by an adamantine spear, yet it was nothing compared to fear gripping her heart. She could feel his dark magic seeping into her scales, her blood…

Her pregnant womb.

“No!” Alessara roared. Lightning erupted from her maw and struck Lord Bastrel at point-blank range. The crackling torrent boiling flesh and melting scales. By the time her lungs were empty, there was nothing left of the Bastrel scion but the acrid stench of ozone and a pile of blackened, empty bones.

But she could still feel his dying curse roiling inside her, poisoning her body and that of her unborn child. Alessara tried desperately to stop it, but it was already too late. The damage had been done. The wound would never heal.

And the Dragon Princess would never know peace.


1
Aetherblade
20 Years Later…


“Hold…hold…loose!”

The volley of arrows shot over the target range, and the four trainees braced for impact. Unlike typical soldiers of the Blue Legion, they weren’t protected by thick laminar cuirasses or heavy iron shields. They were all bare-chested, in fact, and their only defense came from the magical armor they had conjured themselves.

But even before the arrows hit their target, it was abundantly clear that their sorcerous abilities weren’t up to the challenge.

The barrage knocked all four men to the ground in a matter of moments. The impact wasn’t lethal, since the arrowheads were magically blunted, but they still hurt like hell. Every hit would leave behind a nasty welt that would remain bruised for days.

“Worse than the last time,” I said, repressing the sigh I’d been holding back all afternoon. “You’re afraid of the arrows hitting you, so that’s exactly what happens.”

All of the men swore in frustration. One of them looked up at me as he clutched his bruised chest.

“Forgive us, sir, but we’re exhausted,” the young man said, his brow furrowed and creased with sweat. “We’ve been out here for—”

“When the Ashreaver orcs come charging down from the mountains, they won’t care if you’re tired,” I interrupted. “Neither will the gnolls of the Wyrmshade or the Tirzak in the Garothi Peaks. Forget swords, forget armor—Aetherblades live and die by their discipline and their resolve. Metal won’t protect you. Your mind is your one and only defense.”

I cast an imperious glare at all four of them. I wasn’t usually this tough on the new recruits, but these men in particular had genuine potential. The Blue Legion couldn’t afford to squander talent, especially where sorcerers were concerned. Not now, not with the Empire still racked by chaos and Lostrien under threat from all sides. The future of the province was as uncertain as it had been in decades.

Still, these recruits had been training all day, and even experienced sorcerers were ultimately still at the mercy of the Flensing. It was gnawing at all four of them—I could tell because they were spending more time rubbing at their wrists and forearms than the welts they’d just suffered. For all its mystical might, the Aether was poison to mortal flesh. One could only channel its power for so long without rest.

“Take a few minutes, then we’ll try again,” I said. “All I want today is one victory—stand tall against a single barrage, and you’ll be free until morning.”

One by one, they all nodded. I could see the determination on their faces, and it wasn’t as if they weren’t trying as hard as they could. The problem, frankly, was that their talents hadn’t been properly nurtured up until now. Even more than two decades after Sovereign Alessara had liberated the “short-lived” races with her Dustborn Decree, her fellow elves showed little interest in training humans who could only serve in her Legion for a few decades before their bodies succumbed to the ravages of age. We dustborn may as well have been hounds to them, alive and dead in a fraction of their long lives. From their perspective, we weren’t worth the investment.

But they were wrong.

“What they need is a demonstration,” a rich, cultured voice called out from across the range. “Why not give them one?”

I turned around. A tall, slender elven man was coming down the steps to the archery range. Unlike the rest of us, who were all bare-chested and enjoying the rare days of summer heat here in the frozen north, the highborn newcomer was still wearing his pristine, heavily-enchanted leather armor. As a rule, elite Veldrachi Rangers made it a point to avoid interacting with legionaries, but this one never passed up an opportunity to remind us that we were all lowborn scum.

“You have something in mind?” I asked.

“Leading by example, of course,” the elf replied, a smug grin on his face. “Charging into an enemy formation all by yourself…that is what the Aetherblades are known for. The great Sol Farric in particular.”

Under normal circumstances, I would have been annoyed to have my training session disrupted, especially by an Avetharri man. But this particular highborn fool never got involved unless he wanted to try and humiliate me, and I had no intention of letting him get away with it.

Besides, in this case he actually had a point. If the men were going to take a few minutes to rest, I might as well do something productive.

“We are,” I said. “You want to organize the defense?”

Ranger-Captain Arindur paused and looked across the range to where the archers were standing. Here in broad daylight, all the features of his elven heritage were on display, from his pointed ears to his bright blue eyes to his long blond hair. His skin remained pale and unblemished despite the fact he spent nearly all his time outdoors beneath the sun…and the fact that he was over a hundred years old.

I contented myself with the knowledge that if he were truly important, he never would have bothered wasting his time taunting me, let alone sharing bottles of wine with me in the barracks. Even among the Avetharri, the high stewards of the Empire, there were social winners and losers. And Arindur was definitely the latter.

“Absolutely,” he said, plucking the sleek recurve bow from his back. “Maybe they won’t feel so bad about their failure when they watch you get taken down before you make it halfway.”

I smiled. “We’ll see.”

The four trainees watched in breathless confusion as Arindur made his way across the range to join the six archers perched on the elevated platform a hundred feet away. Having a Veldrachi Ranger shoot at a Blue Legion officer wasn’t exactly a standard training regimen, but Arindur was right that it would give the men an effective demonstration.

Just not the kind that he was hoping for.

I waited until Arindur reached the platform before I closed my eyes and reached out to the Aether. The magical energy flowed through me like a warm, soothing current, renewing and revitalizing my body as if I had just submerged myself in a hot spring. The feeling wouldn’t last—the longer I channeled, the more toxic the energy would become. Eventually, the pain from the Flensing would cripple or outright kill me.

But I didn’t intend on overchanneling during a simple training regimen. Frankly, I wouldn’t need to, not even with a sharpshooter like Arindur trying to take me down. Aetherblades couldn’t be felled so easily.

I shaped the magic around my body, creating an invisible, armor-like barrier from head to toe. Had this been a real fight, I would have also conjured a shimmering shield on my arm for good measure. With a full set of Aetheric armaments, I could adapt to any situation imaginable, whether that was charging into a hail of orcish arrows in the mountains or cleaving through a camp of gnolls in the forest.

“We are prepared,” Arindur called out.

“Good,” I shouted back, reopening my eyes. “So am I.”

Before moving to the starting line, I retrieved one of the mauls from the rack. The cumbersome hammers may not have been traditional weapons for Aetherblades, since they lacked the versatility of a proper sword. But there were times when a huge blunt weapon was exactly what the situation required.

Like when you wanted to smash the smug grin off the face of a haughty highborn elf, for example.

“What are you doing, human?” Arindur asked, still shouting so that we could hear him over the wind.

“Making sure the trainees know that you aren’t pulling your shots,” I said. “Because if I make it to the platform, someone is getting knocked on their ass.”

Even from a hundred feet away, I could see the knowing smirk on his face. I had him trapped, and he knew it. If he told me to put the weapon down, he would look like a coward in front of the meager dustborn. But if he didn’t, there was always a chance that I would reach the platform, bash him with my hammer, and force him to spend the next few days chugging healing tinctures in the tower’s infirmary.

But the important part was that it guaranteed he would try his hardest to take me down. And in the end, that was what we both wanted.

Arindur said something to the other archers—probably tips on where to aim—then drew an arrow from his quiver. I could feel the tension from the trainees when they realized that he wasn’t going to fire blunted ones like everyone else, but I wasn’t worried. I had fought plenty of scarier things than a single man with a bow before.

“Ready!” he called out as he nocked his arrow. “Aim…loose!”

I took off at a sprint the moment the arrows came flying toward me. Sweaty and unarmed, with a maul clutched in both hands, I could have been mistaken for an orcish berserker rather than a Blue Legion Centurion if I’d only had green skin. But unlike the brutish barbarians of the mountains, I didn’t scream as I charged or when the arrows struck me. I just calmly barreled forward, my eyes locked on Arindur the whole time.

My Aetheric armor proved more than a match for the first volley. The blunted arrows deflected harmlessly off the invisible barrier, and Arindur’s bodkin arrowheads didn’t fare any better. But the ranger was clearly intent on getting off as many shots as possible before I reached him, because even as his first arrow bounced off my shielded kneecap, he was already preparing another one.

He shot again and again, each shot testing a different section of my Aetheric armor. It was honestly impressive how quickly he could nock and loose, a testament to his elvish grace and speed. But with only a hundred feet between us, he simply didn’t have enough time to find a weak point. Even with my gait slowed by the cumbersome maul, I reached the archers in a few short seconds. With a roar, I lifted my maul over my head and leapt up onto the elevated platform.

The other archers dove out of the way, and I had the satisfaction of seeing the momentary horror on Arindur’s smug face when he thought that I might actually crush his skull. He panicked and stumbled, then fell over on his back…

At which point I slammed the maul down next to him and offered him a helping hand.

For a heartbeat, I thought he might not take it. Most Avetharri would have pulled themselves up out of pure stubborn pride, while others—possibly most—would have run off and cried to their superiors about the disobedient dustborn. But Arindur slowly smiled, and he accepted my offer and let me help pull him back up.

“I told you it would make a fine demonstration,” he said, brushing off his armor.

“It is every human’s dream to humiliate elves whenever possible,” I agreed.

Arindur snorted. “You dustborn are truly a charming people. So much rage and bitterness packed into so few years.”

I smiled, then tossed a glance to the other archers, who now seemed more relieved than confused since Arindur and I weren’t trying to kill one another.

“Fetch your arrows,” I told them. “The trainees aren’t leaving until they withstand at least one volley.”

While the archers rushed off down the range to salvage as much of their ammunition as they could, I turned back to Arindur.

“I thought your unit was still on that surveying mission in the Western Span,” I said.

“We were recalled for tonight’s ceremony,” the ranger told me. “House Windsong wanted a larger retinue for the journey to Tir Bereth.”

I raised a curious eyebrow. “That worried about getting ambushed on the road? Oro Sarn’s only a day away?”

“More like House Windsong wanted a show of force to remind everyone that they are long overdue for a dragon consort.”

“Ah,” I muttered. “Elf politics.”

“Dragon politics,” he corrected. “There’s nothing more important. Or more deadly.”

Arindur turned and looked at the trainees for a moment, then tapped my arm. He led me over to the wooden barricade separating the range from the rest of the training area where we could have a little more privacy.

Overlooking us in the distance was Tari Barad, the great defensive tower guarding the southern pass out of Lostrien. Over three thousand legionaries were stationed here at all times, though that number had grown closer to five with all the recent tensions along the border. My superiors were hoping that I could eventually train an entire troop of Aetherblades before winter, though I clearly had a long way to go.

“I heard about your victory in Oro Kuun earlier this month,” he said, crossing his arms. “Very impressive. No human has ever advanced so far in the Midsummer Games.”

“They gave me some good fights,” I said. “The Ankheg was bad, though the two minotaur they hauled up from the Underworld might have been worse. Barely made it out of that one alive.”

Arindur grunted as he looked me up and down. “When you told me that you wanted to represent the Legion in the games, I thought you were joking. There’s never been an Aetherblade gladiator.”

I shrugged. “It seemed like a good opportunity to earn some extra coin. And I figured I could do as well or better than a bunch of scrawny elves.”

“You’re just lucky they don’t allow the Blade Dancers to compete. Or the Wyrmguard.”

“Who knows, maybe they will if I win the last tournament. I have a feeling that if I’m the first human to win, they’ll do everything they can to make sure I’m the last.”

“You’re more right than you know.”

I frowned at the abrupt shift in Arindur’s tone. “What do you mean?”

“I mean that if you had any sense in that dustborn brain of yours, you’d keep your winnings and drop out of the tournament,” he said. “Don’t go to Tir Bereth, Sol. Don’t fight in the Parthanex.”

My frown deepened. “Why?”

“Because there’s no way for you to win.”

I snorted. “Look, I understand that the Parthanex is a lot bigger than the other arenas, and I’m sure the Ringmaster will have plenty of surprises for me. But if I can take out an Ankheg before it’s acidic spit melts off my flesh, I’m sure I can—”

“I’m not talking about beating the monsters,” Arindur said, casting a glance behind me as if to ensure that no one was listening. “I’m talking about what comes next. You do realize that the reward is more than a chest of golden drakadas to the winner this year, right?”

“Of course. The other officers couldn’t stop talking about it after I won the tournament in Oro Kuun. No one expected a human to get this far, otherwise the Sovereign never would have made the offer.”

“Well she did, and that’s the problem. Even if you win, there’s no way in the bloody void that Sovereign Alessara or anyone in her court will allow a human to start their own noble house.”

I stayed silent for a moment, wondering why he was so concerned about this. Admittedly, I hadn’t expected to become the champion of the Midsummer Games when I’d initially entered the tournament. I had figured that I would win a few matches, earn some silver drakes, then bow out before any of the horrible monsters from the arena ripped me to pieces. Outright death was uncommon in the arena—the highborn sorcerers could usually intervene and stop the match before anyone got killed. As far as I knew, only one contender had died this year, and that was because he’d gotten his head ripped off by a bromosaur in the opening charge.

But as I’d triumphed over more and more opponents, I had started to realize that becoming champion wasn’t as far-fetched as I’d assumed. I’d tried not to dwell on it, but it was difficult not to with all the downtime between tournaments. It had been two weeks since my victory in Oro Kuun, and my imagination had definitely gotten the better of me.

A new noble house in Lostrien, the first ruled over by a human in Imperial history. It would be a hell of an accomplishment for the son of a slave soldier who had barely lived long enough to sire me in the first place.

“Whatever you’re thinking, stop,” Arindur said. “It’s not going to happen.”

“The Sovereign won’t back out of a bargain,” I told him. “She’s always been true to her word before.”

“Maybe, but this is different. The moment you’re declared champion, you’ll go from being an entertaining curiosity to a genuine political threat. Trust me, it isn’t worth it.”

“You’re jealous, aren’t you?” I asked. “Found yourself wishing you signed up yourself at the start of the season?”

“It’s not jealousy—it’s practicality,” Arindur corrected. He stared hard at me for a moment, then sighed. “Look, if you really want property, take your winnings and buy a villa in the Span.”

“Dustborn can’t own property, only rent it,” I reminded him. “That’s the point.”

“You can own whatever you want if you have the coin. The difference is that none of the Great House scions would care about a villa in the middle of nowhere. But this…this they will care about. And they won’t let it stand, I promise.”

I grunted, then looked behind me to the trainees. The archers had retrieved their arrows, and my Aetherblades seemed rested enough to continue.

“It’s strange to me that I seem to have more faith in your Sovereign than you do,” I told him. “She’s the one who emancipated us, then assembled the Blue Legion to give us a real place in Lostrien. And if I’m not mistaken, she did all of that against strong opposition from her court and the Great Houses. She’s a wise and merciful being, especially for a dragon.”

“Maybe so, but even Sovereigns aren’t immune to politics,” Arindur said. “Especially not with her daughter’s Tasting on the same day as the last tournament.”

“The what?”

The ranger’s golden brows both lifted. “You really don’t pay attention to politics, do you?”

“Not if I can help it.”

“Well, I suppose you dustborn do enjoy wallowing in your ignorance,” he muttered. “Scions from all the Great Houses are in the capital trying to make a case on why their favored son should become Princess Kyriel’s first consort. I told you that House Windsong wanted a large escort to make an impression—this is why.”

Arindur’s expression tightened. “You won’t just be performing for the masses, Sol. The Parthanex will be filled with the most important people in Lostrien.”

“Good,” I said. “I can’t wait to see the disappointed looks on all their highborn faces when a mere human carries the day.”

“Just consider what I said, all right? If you stop fighting now, you can walk away a hero to your people—the first dustborn to make it all the way to the Parthanex.” He paused, and a thin smile eventually returned to his face. “Besides, I’ve been assigned back to the tower here for at least the next month, and this post is already tedious with you around. If you manage to get yourself killed, it will become absolutely unbearable.”

“Now that’s a declaration of friendship if I’ve ever heard one,” I muttered. “Look, I need to finish up with the trainees. You want to meet me in the village tavern for drinks tonight?

“And be seen in public with a dustborn?”

“I’ll bring all the silver I’ve won this far. You could try to win it over a game of Plyjak.”

“In that case, I’ll be there,” Arindur said, his eyes twinkling. “I’ll just have to make sure that everyone knows we’re enemies.”

I smiled back. “Agreed.”


2
Gladiator


I didn’t heed Arindur’s warning, nor did I allow him to win my money. And two days later, I was standing in the middle of the Parthanex over the corpse of my latest foe.

“Another fight, another victory for the Blue Centurion!” the Ringmaster announced, his magically amplified voice filling every corner of the Parthanex.

The crowd roared when I wrenched my blade free of the bromosaur’s huge scaly body, then again when I whirled the bloodied weapon about in my signature post-battle flourish. One of the first lessons I’d learned during the Midsummer Games was that being a successful gladiator had little in common with being a successful soldier. The arena was as much about showmanship as skill, and I didn’t want my fans to realize how close I’d come to having my innards spilled across the arena floor.

Because despite Arindur’s warning, I fully intended to win the tournament and earn the prize of a lifetime.

“The centurion has survived the deadly jaws of the bromosaur,” the Ringmaster called out again. “But can he survive the menacing charge of the black bull? Place your bets!”

I would have loved to have a few more minutes to catch my breath and prepare myself for the next fight, but I could hear the underground gears cranking as one of the circular elevators ferried another fearsome beast to the surface of the arena. The Ringmaster was eager to keep the action coming, and most of the elves in attendance today were similarly eager to see me ground into a bloody pulp before I could claim the Sovereign’s coveted bounty.

I couldn’t wait to disappoint them.

The platform finally reached the arena floor and revealed my next opponent. While the mighty kralnach—the “black bull” of the Sallow Steppes—was technically smaller than the bromosaur I had just felled, it was no less dangerous. The wide, hulking beast was angry and hungry, as evidenced by the fact that it required two arcane golems to hold it in place with metal cables. The bull was kicking so violently it would have maimed or killed any mortal handlers, but the lifeless stone constructs couldn’t be overpowered so easily.

Just two fights left, and I will have achieved the impossible, I reminded myself as I gave the crowd another dramatic flourish with my blade. Stay focused.

Taking a deep breath, I braced myself for the kralnach’s inevitable charge. I didn’t have to wait long—at the Ringmaster’s signal, the golems released their hold on the beast, and the black bull lowered its horns and rushed straight at me.

I raised the crossguard to my face in a mock salute, then dashed forward. The audience cheered its approval of my seemingly suicidal maneuver, though I had obviously no intention of meeting a bull thrice my size and ten times my weight head-on. Once I was halfway to colliding with the beast, I came to an abrupt halt, planted my feet, and pointed with my sword.

Had I been wielding a pike, the tactic might have made sense—bracing for a charge remained one of the only ways for an infantryman to survive against a mounted opponent. But swords were not spears, and the only thing I’d accomplish in this pose would be looking statuesque before I got trampled into fleshy paste. The audience loved my defiant pose, however, and I couldn’t help but smile as the energy of the crowd flowed through me. Their anticipation was palpable; they couldn’t wait to see what happened next.

At moments like this, I understood why bards always seemed so giddy after a performance. Attention was as addictive as black lotus vapor. Had I the time, I would have happily stood here basking in it all afternoon.

But the bull was almost upon me, and I had no interest in crossing beyond the Pale and meeting the souls of my ancestors yet. So instead of maintaining my dramatic pose, I pulled back my sword, thrust out my empty forearm, and conjured a shimmering, translucent blue shield upon it.

The audience was more impressed than the bull, as evidenced by the ripple of breathless gasps that cascaded through the seats and briefly overwhelmed the incessant shouting. Despite my reputation and prior victories across the rest of the province, there were still plenty of elves here in the capital who had never seen a human wield magic before. Sorcery was their birthright, not ours…or so the mythology went. Some still refused to believe that any dustborn creature—be they man, chagarri, or orc—could truly be born with the power of the Aether flowing in their veins.

But they were wrong about us, as they so often were. And I was about to give them yet another demonstration to prove it.

A split second before the bull smashed into me, I reached out to the Aether again, filling my body with its comforting warmth as if I had just submerged myself in a hot spring. I channeled its power to sculpt the arena floor around my legs and feet, first by softening the dirt into mud so I could sink into it, then by calcifying that mud into nearly impenetrable stone.

When the black bull did finally slam into me, it may as well have charged into a mountain rather than a man. The beast’s deadly momentum came to a violent halt the instant the horns struck my magical shield. The resulting shockwave rippled through its massive body, shattering its bones with a disgusting series of snaps and cracks.

The bull’s head was bent at a truly nauseating angle when it flopped on the ground. Rather than allow it to suffer needlessly, I quickly put it out of its misery by driving my sword into its throat.

At first, the crowd was so stunned they seemed hesitant to respond. From their perspective—especially those in the highest seats—my victory must have looked so impossible as to be an illusion. How could a single human man, even a powerfully-built one like myself, have literally stopped a charging bull in its tracks? But it wasn’t long before a raucous cheer spread through the Parthanex like wildfire, and I performed another dramatic flourish with my blade as I stepped away from my latest victim.

“Yet another victory for the Blue Centurion!” the Ringmaster called out as if even he couldn’t believe it. “A daring display of sword and sorcery!”

Once again, I wrenched my blade free and presented it to the crowd. From what I could tell, most of the encouragement was coming from the other short-lived dustborn like myself who attended these matches in such great numbers, particularly the kolathi and orc laborers who populated the surrounding districts. But surprisingly, some of the servant-caste faeyn elves were celebrating my victory every bit as loudly.

The highborn nobles sitting in the centermost grandstand near the Ringmaster were the only exception. Most of them looked as appalled and disgusted as I’d hoped, which immediately brought a smile to my lips. Everyone deserved to have a little dirt thrown in their eyes every now and then, especially the wealthy elite.

With one very large and very powerful exception. Dragon Sovereign Alessara was the one who had freed us dustborn from bondage two decades earlier, and she seemed quite pleased by my triumphs thus far. The Sovereign had made a rare public appearance in her full dragon form today—she was sitting in the massive, u-shaped section of the arena specifically carved out for House Valostri, and her blue scales were so resplendent in the midday sun that they were almost painful to look upon.

I had only ever seen her from a distance before, but like most of her fellow Wyrm Lords, she occasionally liked to remind her subjects that she wasn’t merely another highborn elven sorcerer, but a true heir to the blood legacy of the Dragon Goddess Lahara. The beasts I’d felled today were fearsome in their own right, but they were nothing compared to her might and magnificence. The Dragon Sovereigns ruled the Avethian Empire for a good reason. They may as well have been gods themselves compared to a simple man like me.

I was so humbled by her attention that I offered her a salute with my blade. And while dragons didn’t smile and clap their hands in amusement, her huge yellow eyes did seem to twinkle in approval.

At least, I certainly hoped it was approval. I still believed that she would honor her promise to grant the winner of the tournament land and a title, but Arindur’s warning was fresh in my mind. No one in her court would be disappointed if she backed out of the agreement. Of course, they also wouldn’t be disappointed if she opened her mouth and swallowed me whole before the final match, either…

Before I turned away, I belatedly realized that the Sovereign’s consort wasn’t in attendance, nor was her daughter, the Dragon Princess Kyriel. I was disappointed—I had been hoping to see her in person for many years now. She was supposed to be breathtakingly beautiful, even by the high standards of an elvish princess.

“For months now, the Blue Centurion has tested his mettle against mighty monsters and brutal beasts from across our great province,” the Ringmaster said. “But can he prove himself a true defender of Lostrien by defeating the deadly marauders of mountains?”

I could hear another set of the stone elevators grinding over the deafening cheers. The final battle in most seasonal tournaments pitted a lone gladiator against multiple foes simultaneously, and I wondered what other horrors the Ringmaster had in store for me. Plenty of dangerous creatures dwelled in the mountains to the south and the east, but precious few seemed suitable for the arena compared to the creatures I had already fought. The most notorious monsters were certainly the Chol, but there was no way in the bloody void that anyone would dare bring those Godcursed spawn here to the center of Tir Bereth. But what other options were there?

I got my answer a few seconds later when the three platforms reached the arena surface. Each one was encased by a small, translucent magical barrier to contain the creature within—creatures that weren’t animals but men…or at least, something far closer to men than I had ever expected to fight here in the Parthanex.

I grimaced at the sight of the three insectoid creatures known as Tirzak, the “mantis warriors” whose empire had once stretched across all of Varellon. While they were bipedal like humans and elves, Tirzak had four arms rather than two, and their otherwise spindly bodies were protected by a thick, chitinous hide that was easily as strong as most armor.

Each of the mantis warriors had different weapons: the one to my left was wielding a double-tipped bone spear and two daggers, while the one to my right carried a short serrated blade in each of its four hands. The one directly ahead of me was holding a huge bow, and given the size and length of the string, I had a feeling he could fire more than a single arrow at once…

The instant the magical fields vanished, all three Tirzak let out a deep, throaty chitter and attacked. Even with the power of the Aether at my side, there was no feasible way I could defeat three of them at once, not here in the wide open without any cover or terrain to use to my advantage. I had to figure out a way to even the odds…

But the archer had already nocked two arrows on his bowstring, and he took a shot before his companions could close into melee. I crouched behind my conjured shield, allowing it to deflect the incoming projectiles while I reached out to the Aether yet again. Using my earth magic, I transformed a small patch of ground beneath the feet of the sword-wielding Tirzak into mud. The mantis warrior’s gait slowed, but then I rehardened the ground just as quickly to freeze him in place. The warrior chittered in frustration and began chopping the calcified rock in an effort to break himself free.

I had little doubt that he would succeed eventually, but I had bought myself precious time. All I needed to do now was use it.

I lunged at the Tirzak with the double-tipped spear, as much to throw him off balance as to give myself cover against the archer. The Blue Legion had been skirmishing with the mantis warriors since its founding twenty years ago, so while most Tirzak social customs remained alien to us, I knew that they greatly valued their clutch-mates. The archer was unlikely to fire if there was any risk of harming his companion.

Assuming it was his companion and not a random warrior from a different clutch. All bets were off if that was the case.

Regardless, my top priority was the bug monster directly in front of me. He moved with shocking speed and agility for such a gangly creature, striking with his double spear while weaving in strikes with his daggers. While my sword and shield allowed me to fend off some of his attacks, there was no way I could keep up with all four limbs. Eventually, he managed to slip beneath my guard and stab at my gut with his bone daggers.

My light leather cuirass was no match for such direct, powerful strikes, but my invisible Aetheric armor was. The barrier flashed as it deflected the brunt of my foe’s strikes, almost as if I were wearing a weightless suit of plate mail. As long as I could sustain it, the magical armor provided me with a tremendous advantage over most opponents.

Which wouldn’t be much longer. The once warm and soothing sensation of the magic churning through my veins was already starting to become so hot it was painful, a trend which would only accelerate the more power I channeled. The Flensing was as eager to cut me down as these Tirzak were.

So I pressed the advantage while I could. The Tirzak’s frustration became palpable when he couldn’t figure out how to penetrate my defenses and draw blood, and I exploited his increasingly frantic movements by scoring several quick, thrusting hits in the midsection of its carapace. None of them were deep enough to be fatal, but they allowed me to take command of our duel and position myself where my attacker was directly between me and the Tirzak archer holding two more arrows on his string.

Leaping backward, I dismissed my conjured shield and focused my sorcery on the floor of the arena again. But rather than transform another clump of dirt into mud, I used my magic to rip a small, fist-shaped section of hardened earth out of the ground, which I then hurled at the dagger-wielding Tirzak. The makeshift boulder slammed into the creature as he tried to pounce upon me, and I heard a loud crack as the force of the impact shattered his carapace and sent him soaring through the air until he crashed into the mantis archer behind him.

The crowd loved the maneuver, but I didn’t have time to appreciate my own cleverness. A fresh spike of pain shot up and down my arms, and I completely lost control of the magic I’d been using to pin the third Tirzak in place. With a screeching chitter, he broke free of its earthen restraints and charged straight at me.

Without my shield, there was no way I could fend off all four of its swords at once, especially since my Aetheric armor had now taken a beating. Yet at the same time, channeling more power might cause the Flensing to completely overwhelm me. History was littered with stories of sorcerers who had overchanneled themselves to death.

But I was an Aetherblade, and I wasn’t about to let a Tirzak skewer me with a primitive bone sword. Not here, not now, not in front of the Dragon Sovereign where the very future of humanity in Lostrien was on the line.

Shifting to a two-handed grip, I waited until the mantis warrior was nearly on top of me before I lashed out with an arcing sweep, hoping to throw my enemy off-balance. The tactic didn’t work as well as I’d hoped, mostly because the Tirzak was so enraged that he was more concerned about gutting me than about defending himself. My sword sliced into his carapace near his shoulder, but he kept coming regardless. I barely managed to spin away before he plunged his two lower blades into my gut.

I stayed light on my feet as the warrior pressed his attack, knowing I couldn’t afford to get locked in a close melee against four weapons at once. The crowd roared each time I parried, and I let their energy renew my waning strength. There might still be a way for me to win without relying on my magic, but I would need to be clever…

Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted movement near the pile of other Tirzak. The warrior whose chest I had caved in appeared dead or at least severely disabled, but the archer was frantically scurrying out beneath the body of his companion. In a few more moments, he would retrieve his bow and give me another problem to deal with.

Or present me an opportunity to exploit.

Grinning, I continued my frantic dodge-and-evade routine with the sword-wielding Tirzak. The warrior was clearly growing frustrated, and his strikes became more aggressive with each passing moment. But I managed to keep my distance each time he lunged, all the while watching the archer out of my peripheral vision. He had picked up its bow, and he was in the process of nocking two new arrows. Staying separated from his companion would undoubtedly make me a tempting target, even more so when I began shifting to the side and presenting my back to him.

I heard warning screams from the crowd—they feared what was coming. But if I timed this correctly, they would get the dramatic finale they were hoping for. If not…well, the highborn nobles would get the dead human gladiator that they were hoping for.

I felt more than heard the Tirzak draw his bowstring, and I stopped moving and let my guard drop. The Tirzak with the swords couldn’t resist—it rushed straight at me with all four blades ready to strike. I was a single heartbeat away from being slashed into pieces.

And it was that exact moment that I dropped flat to the ground.

My timing couldn’t have been more perfect. The archer, sensing an opportunity to shoot me in the back, loosed his arrows. They whistled harmlessly past my prone body…and struck the blade-wielding Tirzak right in the middle of his reckless charge.

I could barely hear the warrior’s agonized chitter over the roar of the audience, but as I rolled to my side and hopped back to my feet, I saw the two arrows sticking out of his torso. I was already turning as his body flopped to the ground, not wanting to give the archer an opportunity to take another shot. I sprinted toward him while two of his arms frantically scrambled to retrieve more arrows, and just as he got them to the string, I swept my blade across his body and liberated his head from his chitinous shoulders.

“Another victory for the human Centurion!” the Ringmaster’s voice cried out over the deafening roars of the crowd. “Stand now, and salute the bravery and courage of Her Majesty’s Blue Legion!”

I raised my blade in triumph. The energy of the crowd washed over me, sweeping away the pain of the Flensing. And when I turned and looked into the eyes of the Dragon Sovereign, I no longer had any doubts that she would honor her bargain. I had won the Midsummer Games, and in the process, I earned the most valuable currency in the Empire.

The favor of a dragon.
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“You’re fucked. You realize that, right? You’re completely, utterly fucked.”

“You must not have been paying attention,” I said with a snort as I removed my left bracer. “I won the match.”

“And painted a big target on your back in the process. Did you ignore everything I warned you about?”

“Not everything. I’m still considering buying that villa in the Span.”

Arindur groaned and rubbed at his temples. The ranger had followed me into the Pit beneath the arena shortly after my victory. I had assumed that he’d come here to congratulate me, but evidently I’d been mistaken.

After grumbling under his breath for a few seconds, he finally stepped all the way into the chamber and shut the door behind him. I wasn’t used to having this kind of privacy in the Blue Legion, nor in any of the other arenas I’d fought in during the Midsummer Games. But the Parthanex was truly massive, both above and below ground, and its gladiators were apparently provided with individual chambers where they could dress and equip themselves. There were even private spas for bathing…and for entertaining the noblewomen who frequently came to visit the winners. Some of the local gladiators apparently made more coin satisfying bored wives than slaying monsters.

It was yet another privilege we dustborn had been denied.

“What’s gotten into you, anyway?” I asked. “Would you rather the Tirzak have flayed me?”

“We would have rather you stopped after your victory in Oro Kuun, just like I said,” Arindur groused. “Instead, you’ll have every house scion in Lostrien talking about you. And believe me, that isn’t a good thing.”

I shook my head and removed my other bracer. I couldn’t really blame him for being skeptical about the Sovereign keeping her promise—the Avethian Empire had rarely been kind to my people. Over the many millenia, we had gone from savages who deserved to be slaughtered to laborers who deserved to be enslaved. And from the rumors I’d heard recently, the situation was getting worse rather than better throughout most of the other provinces, especially with the ongoing chaos in Abethaal to the south. Their Sovereign had halted vatari shipments and amassed a huge army of enslaved dustborn.

But I still believed in Sovereign Alessara’s wisdom. It was why I had joined her Blue Legion when I had come of age…and why I took my duties as a defender of House Valostri quite seriously.

“If you’re done shitting your trousers, I could use some help getting this off,” I said.

With a heavy sigh, Arindur moved over to help me with the hard-to-reach straps. I had fought in the summer tournaments in both Armanis and Oro Kuun without wearing armor at all, but the Ringmaster had insisted upon me wearing my Blue Legion trapping here in the capital. He’d wanted to ensure that the locals saw me as one of Her Majesty’s loyal servants, not merely a random human battling for coin and prestige.

“Have you considered how any of this is actually going to work?” Arindur asked.

I raised a curious eyebrow at him as I sat my cuirass down upon the stone slab at the edge of the chamber. “What do you mean?”

“I mean how do they intend to let you start your own house? Are they going to hand you a deed, give you a few girls, and send you off to start a family?”

“Shouldn’t be too difficult. Plenty of adventurous women out there.”

“Ugly ones, maybe. Pretty ones like to live well and be taken care of. So unless you’re planning on pumping out a bunch of hideous children, I have a feeling you’re going to be damn lonely out there.”

Arindur sighed again. “Besides, Blackwood Vale isn’t exactly the safest place these days. I doubt the lesser families in House Bastrel’s lands will appreciate a human moving into his old castle.”

“They’ll get over it,” I said. “Unless you really believe they’ll ignore the Sovereign’s decree.”

“They won’t need to ignore it if you die mysteriously on the road,” Arindur said. “Or get poisoned by the servants during your first dinner.”

I grunted, then removed my scabbard from my belt and set it next to my armor. “If that happens, you won’t get to inherit my winnings.”

Arindur groaned. “I wish you’d take this seriously.”

“I am taking it seriously, but you’re being paranoid. Are all Avetharri like this?”

“Let’s just say that I know my own people well enough not to trust them,” he said. “Besides, you could…”

He trailed off, and his long ears perked up as if he were listening for something. Elven senses were far sharper than mine, but it didn’t take long before I also heard the heavy footfalls moving through the Gladiator’s Pit.

No, not just moving—marching with distinct purpose. They were the footsteps of professional soldiers, not gladiators or city watchmen. Arindur moved over to the door to peer out the peephole, and I watched his already pale face turn almost white.

“Wyrmguard,” he said. “I told you that this was a bad idea.”

“Someone has to deliver my reward,” I told him, though I was as surprised by the couriers as he was. The Blue Legion was the Sovereign’s army, but the Wyrmguard were her personal bodyguards and enforcers. There were no dustborn in their ranks, only highborn elves who had spent entire human lifetimes training in the arts of blade and spell.

Arindur backed away from the door a moment before the Wyrmguard burst inside. There were only two of them, both clad in pristine blue scale armor and carrying elaborate glaives brimming with Aetheric enchantments. They may not have been as physically imposing as chagarri or kolathi or orcs, but their equipment was worth more than any human could learn in a lifetime.

“You will leave,” one of them said. His narrow, T-shaped visor made it nearly impossible to see his face, but he was obviously addressing my companion.

Arindur gave me a look—a combination of genuine concern and “I told you so” that only he could pull off. He left without debate, leaving me alone to receive my reward…or end up gutted by enchanted glaives, if his suspicions were correct.

“You will kneel before the Dragon Father,” the same Wyrmguard said once we were alone.

I hesitated for a heartbeat, wondering what in the name of the Old Gods the Sovereign’s consort was doing here. He hadn’t been watching the tournament earlier, but even if he had been, I still would have been stunned that the most powerful man in Lostrien was willing to enter the bowels of the Parthanex.

“You will kneel,” the second Wyrmguard soldier demanded, tightening his grip on his glaive. “Now.”

I did as I was told, though mostly out of confusion rather than fear. Earlier, Arindur had asked me how I had expected this to play out, and it seemed that I was about to get my answer.

I heard a softer but no less determined set of footfalls approaching the chamber, and Dragon Father Malion Starmantle entered a few short moments later.

I had seen him in person far more times than I had seen the Sovereign, albeit always from a significant distance while he moved about the city atop his palanquin. Arindur was tall and lean, like most Avetharri men, with a mane of long white hair that trailed halfway down his back. His youthful face and sharp features were completely at-odds with the fact that he was five times my age and would likely outlive the next dozen generations of my bloodline.

Visibly, the Dragon Father was unarmed and unarmored, though I could sense the Aetheric energy radiating from the invisible Aetheric armor he had woven over his fancy black doublet. Normally, I placed little faith in rumors about the prowess of powerful people—they had a strong incentive to overstate their abilities and a gaggle of sycophants to happily spread those exaggerations to the public. But in this case, I actually believed most of what I’d heard. Female Wyrm Lords weren’t in the habit of allowing weak males to breed them. On the contrary, only the strongest were allowed to speak with them, let alone share their bed.

“You performed skillfully in the tournament today,” Malion said. “The Sovereign was greatly impressed.”

But not you, since you weren’t there, I thought dryly to myself. Though since I wanted to keep my head on my shoulders as long as possible, I didn’t say it aloud.

“I am honored to have had the opportunity to entertain her, my lord,” I replied instead.

“As you should be,” Malion said, his lip curling almost imperceptibly. “No dustborn has ever survived long enough to compete in the Parthanex. A testament to your Legion training, no doubt.”

“No doubt,” I agreed, suppressing a snort. Leave it to a highborn elf to figure out how to take credit for a dustborn’s achievements…

“She wished me to inform you that she intends to honor the terms of the Midsummer Games,” Malion added. “As the champion of the tournament, you have earned rights and privileges beyond your station…including an invitation to tonight’s ceremony at the Azureheart Palace.”

I blinked. “My lord?”

The Dragon Father had the expression of a man who had just stepped in a heaping pile of gorm shit. It was abundantly clear that he didn’t approve of me or this decision…but also that he had no choice in accepting it regardless.

“Princess Kyriel’s first Tasting is tonight,” he said, his jaw working hard behind his cheeks. “Scions from all the Great Houses will be in attendance to pledge their loyalty to her. Since the Sovereign intends to bequeath you with House Bastrel’s former lands, you are invited to pledge your loyalty to her as well.”

My throat went dry. I still didn’t know exactly what I’d expected to happen here, but an invitation to the Azureheart Palace seemed…well, unthinkable, to put it mildly.

“As I said, you have earned rights and privileges beyond your station,” Malion added, now looking like he’d been forced to chew the shit he’d stepped in. “You will be ferried to the palace where the servants will dress and prepare you for the ceremony. These soldiers will be your escort.”

“I…I don’t know what to say, my lord,” I managed.

“You don’t need to say anything,” the Dragon Father said tartly. “But I hope that you are properly humbled by this unique opportunity. Because I promise you, it will not come again.”

Malion stared down at me for another moment, his eyes burning with contempt. But then he finally sighed, then gestured to his guards.

“Bring him,” he ordered. “The attendants will need all the time they can get to make him presentable.”


Interlude: The Princess
Kyriel


Aranel nara enyalie. A princess must be patient.

Kyriel had heard the cliché countless times from countless trainers, no matter whether they were instructing her on matters of courtly politics, sorcery, or warfare. The lesson applied to hunting as well, but after two hours waiting in the same perch with no sign of the enemy, it may have finally been time for her to consider the second part of the mantra.

Drakath na iestol. A dragon must be decisive.

“They aren’t coming back,” Kyriel said. “The question is whether or not the clutch is nearby.”

No one answered her, of course, since she had come out here alone. Alone and against the distinct wishes of her mother, no less. Kyriel could feel Sovereign Alessara’s rage all the way from Tir Bereth. On a normal day, she would have been annoyed to learn that her only daughter had taken a wyvern without permission. But given that tonight was supposed to be Kyriel’s first Tasting…

Well, the Sovereign was probably apoplectic by now. Or would be, whenever she finally realized what her daughter had done.

“We need to find out where they’re hiding before we go back,” she said. “But the Tirzak are too smart to leave tracks, especially this close to Toron Hîth. We’re going to have to do this the hard way…assuming you’re willing to help?”

Neither the wind nor the rocks nor the tree she was sitting in responded to her question. But Kyriel knew the answer nonetheless.

“Right,” she said. “Let me get down.”

Swinging her leg off the branch, Kyriel leapt down from her perch. It was a long drop, easily thirty feet or more, but she had no trouble climbing the side of the wide oak. She didn’t even need to sling her bow over her back—one sturdy arm was enough for balance.

Kyriel had insisted upon training her body as much as her mind, much to the chagrin of her parents. Blade Dancers, Ranger, Skywatch wyvern riders—she was happy to train with anyone willing to teach her. Which made it all the more annoying that the dark powers she had come to rely on couldn’t be taught in Tir Bereth or any other Imperial city…

Shaking away the thought, Kyriel took a moment to study her surroundings one last time. The fallen Skywatch wyvern that had originally drawn her into this narrow mountain valley was still there, rotting in the sun as carrion feasted on its innards. The Tirzak hadn’t bothered to remove the saddle from its back.

The beast’s only visible wound was a nasty scorch mark that stretched all the way from its underbelly to its right wing, which suggested that it had been knocked out of the sky by sorcery rather than conventional weaponry. It was a disturbing discovery—sorcerers were incredibly rare among the mantis warriors, less than one in ten thousand if the Archivists were to be believed.

But Kyriel was just as concerned about the fact that there was no trace of the rider or his equipment. Tirzak didn’t take prisoners; they preferred to cook and devour their victims as if they were any other mountain game.

She shivered involuntarily, then shifted her gaze across the valley. Unlike most of the dry, jagged terrain here in the Garothi Peaks, this area was filled with ancient trees and tall grass. She wouldn’t have been surprised if the Tirzak came out here to hunt often, though this was the first Skywatch rider who’d been lost out here for years. The investigation should have been handed by Sky-Commander Theovar Windsong, but he, like all the other unwed house scions, had been preparing himself to compete in the Tasting.

In other words, he wanted to fuck and breed her more than he wanted to do his job. Some women would have been flattered by his priorities.

Kyriel was not.

“All right, I’m ready,” she said. “How about you?”

There was the faintest flicker of movement at the corner of her vision, and she turned her head just in time to watch the shadows beneath the tree move as if they were alive. A pair of glowing green eyes appeared a heartbeat later, and the ghostly body of her sleek spirit panther wasn’t far behind.

Duatha looked up at her as he emerged. As always, his movements were completely silent; his spectral body didn’t even rustle the grass. Even the impressive hunting skills of the mousers in the palace couldn’t compete with the stealthy movements of an intangible spirit from the Pale.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Kyriel said. “Let’s get started.”

Extending her left arm, she reached out with her mind and tapped into the Aether. As an Avetharri elf—especially one with dragon blood—channeling magic should have been as easy for her as breathing. Yet to the constant dismay of the magisters in Gûl Norigaad, she remained unable to weave even the simplest spell. Some of them were convinced that she would eventually come around, but Kyriel knew better. She wasn’t a late bloomer.

She was cursed.

Lord Bastrel’s vengeance lingered from beyond the grave. His rebellion had brought Lostrien to the brink of civil war twenty years ago, all because her mother had chosen to mate with a House Starmantle scion instead of him. With his last breath, Bastrel had cursed Sovereign Alessara while Kyriel was still in her womb, and his dark magic had somehow denied the princess the power of her birthright.

The truth was that the Dragon Princess of Lostrien was a dragon only in name. Despite the fact that he had the proper legacy in her blood, Kyriel couldn’t transform or channel the Aether.

But that didn’t mean she was helpless. Intentionally or not, Bastrel’s curse had opened a different path to power for her. And she wasn’t hesitant to embrace it.

Pushing beyond the currents of the Aether, Kyriel instead tapped into the dark, malevolent energies of the Pale. The air hissed and popped around her as she sundered a small portion of the invisible barrier separating the physical world from the realm of demons and shadows. A cold, bitter tingle shot through her limbs as if she had doused them in freezing water, and she had to clench her teeth to keep herself from chattering.

The initial process of connecting her mind and body with the shadow realm was always the worst part, but there was ultimately no choice but to allow its chilling currents to pull her under. The mountains and trees and underbrush surrounding her, once vibrant with color, faded into a monochrome tapestry as if the entire world had become a charcoal painting. At the same time, the brilliance of the morning sun slowly diminished until it was little more than a lighthouse struggling to project its warning through a dense fog.

Kyriel herself had also mostly been drained of color. Her lightly-tanned skin had become so pale that it was virtually indistinguishable from her leather armor, and the long braids of her normally golden hair were now as white as her father’s. There was only one notable exception to her color shift—the tattoos on her right arm, normally invisible and dormant, were glowing a brilliant blue.

She swallowed heavily as she studied the intricate runic pattern swirling around her bicep and forearm. Such powerful markings were supposed to be reserved for Blade Dancers and Dragon Brides, and Kyriel was neither. But if channeling the Aether was like injecting poison into mortal flesh, then channeling the Pale was like submerging the body in acid. Without the vatari dust in her skin to absorb the corruption, Kyriel wouldn’t have been able to survive for long.

“All right,” she said, her voice echoing as if she were standing in a vast, empty room. “Let’s hunt.”

Duatha snapped into action. Here in the shadow realm, the panther’s body was as tangible as hers. His sleek black frame looked identical to a normal feline, at least aside from his glowing eyes. He stalked forward, his body low and his tail slowly swishing behind him as he moved. Kyriel followed closely in his wake, keenly aware of how dangerous it was to linger in this realm. At the fringes of her consciousness, she could already hear the faint, chittering whispers of the demons who infested the Pale. They had sensed her intrusion, and it would only be a matter of time before they assaulted her mind and attempted to possess her body to claim it as their own.

Steeling herself against the whispers as best she could, Kyriel focused on the mountain path in front of them. Tracking creatures in the Pale was more difficult than in the physical world, simply because the lack of color and texture made trails that much harder to follow. But she hadn’t come here for her benefit—Duatha was the one who needed his body to stalk prey, and he seemed as if he’d caught a scent.

The panther began moving at a brisk pace, forcing Kyriel to jog in order to keep up. Fortunately, they didn’t need to worry about being spotted or overheard, since the Tirzak wouldn’t be able to perceive them. In a way, all the childhood bedtime fables about monsters lurking in the shadows were true. The demons of the Pale were always there, peering at mortals through the Veil as if it were a pane of one-way glass.

Kyriel tried hard not to dwell on it. It was a dark truth about the world that was too terrifying to think about.

After several minutes of moving through the narrow, gloomy valley, Duatha abruptly slowed. His ears perked up, and his green eyes narrowed suspiciously.

“Anything?” she asked, wincing at how obnoxiously loud her voice sounded in the otherwise impenetrable silence.

He growled low in the back of his throat, then started forward again at a slower gait. Kyriel clutched the grip of her bow even more tightly as they moved, hoping the Tirzak were as close as they seemed. For months now, she had been convinced that they represented a greater threat than anyone realized, and the disappearance of a Skywatch rider had only made her more determined to prove her theory. Because if there was a new clutch here in the Garothi Peaks, the mantis warriors would be in striking distance of dozens of settlements, including multiple regional capitals. And despite the public projection of strength from her mother, Lostrien’s defenses were probably the weakest they had ever been.

[Because of you.]

Kyriel winced as the demonic whispers assaulting her mind, once chaotic and indecipherable, suddenly spoke in a single discordant voice.

[Gwaurvaineth, the Poisoned Princess. Hiril Fael, the Hollow Heiress whose rot will doom her people.]

“Stop!” Kyriel shouted.

The voices fell silent, but she saw Duatha looking back at her with concern.

“I’m all right,” she assured him, shivering at the increasingly unbearable cold. “What…what did you find?”

The panther didn’t seem convinced by her assurances, but he eventually started walking again. A few seconds later, as they started up a grassy hill near the edge of the valley, Kyriel finally noticed four figures moving near the top of the incline. They were so blurry and indistinct that she couldn’t be certain they were Tirzak, but her breath caught in her throat regardless.

“What in the bloody void is that?” she rasped.

One of the four figures was different from the others. Not because of its shape or size, but because there was an eerie golden light radiating inside it—a light that was far too bright for the shadows of the Pale. Kyriel had trouble looking at it for more than a few seconds at a time. If she hadn’t known better, she might have thought that one of the mantis warriors had swallowed a piece of the sun.

At the same time, several strange ribbons of energy were stretching away from the Tirzak almost like the remnants of a tattered cloak billowing from his back. Though when she looked harder, she realized the ribbons may have been tethered to something deeper in the distant gloom. A demon, perhaps?

“I don’t understand,” Kyriel said. “Is it a sorcerer? Is that how you always perceive channelers from this side of the Veil?”

Duatha didn’t shake his head like an elf might, but from the subtle twitch of his ears, she could tell that the answer was a firm “no.”

“Whatever it is, we need to stop them,” she told him. “And figure out where the clutch is located.”

Taking a deep breath, Kyriel looked around in search of cover. The trees at the edge of the valley were so creepy here in the Pale that she feared they might devour her if she got too close, but she obviously couldn’t afford to be standing here in the open when they returned to the physical realm. As a compromise, she rushed further up the hill in pursuit of the Tirzak, then maneuvered her way up a rocky ridgeline until she was at roughly the same altitude as her prey. It was far from the ideal sharpshooter’s perch, but it would have to suffice.

“All right, I’m heading back,” she said, reaching out to pet the panther’s head when he appeared next to her without needing to climb. There were times she wished that she could stay in the Pale longer just so she could pet him. His black fur was silky smooth, and his body was refreshingly warm contrasted against the soul-chilling cold enveloping her.

Duatha’s tail flicked in appreciation when she scratched his ear. He may not have always been the most communicative creature, but she knew full well that he could understand her. Oddly enough, he might have wanted to get out of here as badly as she did. Spirits weren’t normally able to escape the Pale on their own, and their bizarre bond was his only bridge to the world of heat and color.

“Here we go,” Kyriel warned, focusing her thoughts and channeling her dark magic again. She was already so cold that she barely noticed the additional creeping chill in her limbs this time, but as the dark power flooded through her, she shifted her body back through the walls of the Pale.

She soon felt the blazing afternoon sun heating her skin again, and the warm palette of summer wasn’t far behind. The verdancy of the trees was almost blinding, but even the simple brown dirt and gray rocks suddenly looked saturated with color. The supernatural chill in her bones faded, though it was swiftly replaced by a tingling numbness that gradually transformed into a throbbing ache all the way down her right arm.

Normally, her tattoos would have faded shortly after she stopped channeling, but they were now glowing the same bright, haunting shade of green as Duatha’s spectral eyes. She had spent too long in the Pale, and the vatari dust had absorbed as much of the corrupting energy as it could. Her tattoos would need to be completely drained before she could use her powers again.

But that was all right. She didn’t need magic to finish her hunt, not with her quarry this close.

There were indeed four Tirzak at the top of the hill, though none of their bodies was glowing here in the physical realm. In fact, Kyriel actually had trouble telling them apart. They were all wingless males armed with bows, spears, and short blades crafted out of bone. She had no idea why they had stopped where they had, but three of them appeared to be chittering while the fourth closed its big eyes as if it were thinking deeply.

Or perhaps reaching out to the Aether.

Bracing herself for battle, Kyriel lifted her weapon. Aveshalare would have surely appeared strange to the Tirzak if they had seen it, since the bow was little more than a curved piece of black wood with vatari crystals mounted at the tip of the limbs. The weapon had no visible drawstring, just like she carried no visible quiver. Yet when she pinched her fingertips together, a shimmering violet strand of energy appeared where the string should have been. And when she made a drawing motion with her hand, a magical arrow appeared, already nocked and ready to loose.

The string didn’t twang when she released; it simply vanished into nothingness as her shot streaked toward its target. Her aim was true: the arrow struck one of the Tirzak hunters in the vulnerable neck area just above his carapace, piercing his throat and killing him instantly. Though frankly it wouldn’t have mattered if she’d missed, because the arrow detonated in a blinding blast of green flame a split second later.

The dark power of her magic consumed her target and the Tirzak next to it. But unlike a normal fiery arrow launched by one of the Skywatch’s arcane archers, hers didn’t reduce the enemy to bits of smoldering flesh and chitin. Instead, the Palefire consumed the Tirzaks’ lifeforce, leaving behind little more than empty, desiccated husks as if she had found the bodies in the tomb. As the green flame spread over the corpses, it shed no heat and cast little light.

A second shot from Aveshalare could have finished off the last two Tirzak, but the other hunter acted with extreme haste. After leaping away from his dead comrades like a startled cricket, he hurled a pair of star-shaped throwing blades in her direction with two of his four hands. His aim proved nearly as good as hers, because despite the sixty feet separating them, Kyriel barely managed to dodge the spinning weapon before it cut her in half.

Snarling in determination, she lifted her fingers back to Aveshalare and conjured another arrow. But before she could shoot, the Tirzak whose eyes had been closed turned, held out one of his four arms, and unleashed a brilliant beam of golden energy.

This time, she had no chance to dodge. The radiant beam seared into her chest, and she went flying backward as if she’d been struck by a ballista. Her entire world was eclipsed in golden flame before the pain even registered.

When it did, the scorching agony obliterated all her senses and left her too paralyzed to scream. Kyriel was only vaguely aware of her body tumbling down the hill, and she blacked out at least once before a tree stump halted her momentum. She sucked in a gulp of air, desperate for breath. It was only then, when her eyes flicked back open, that she realized that her tattoos had saved her life. While her leather breastplate was charred black, the skin beneath was merely an angry red. The vatari must have absorbed the worst of the attack. And in theory, the markings should also gradually regenerate the damage.

Assuming the Tirzak didn’t finish her off first.

With a pained wince, Kyriel pulled herself back into a crouch next to the stump. She looked up in search of the enemy, ready to dodge if another throwing blade or blast of magic came her way. But to her surprise, the mantis warriors weren’t paying her any attention. The channeler was crouched over his fallen companions while the hunter stood guard with bow in hand. They must not have seen where she had ended up after she’d fallen off her perch…

Which meant she still had a chance to finish them. Gritting her teeth, Kyriel looked around for her bow. Aveshalare was there in the tall grass a few yards away, and she stayed low as she scurried forward to retrieve it, grimacing in pain with each movement. Once she had the weapon in hand, she popped up and pulled back the bowstring—

And froze. More golden light had enveloped the hands of the Tirzak channeler, and the creature appeared to be focusing his power into the bodies of the two hunters she had killed. A heartbeat later, both of the dead insectoids twitched as if they were still alive.

Kyriel’s mouth went dry. Even the most powerful Avetharri sorcerers in the world couldn’t revive the dead. It was literally impossible—there was no way for the Aether to retrieve a soul which had passed beyond the Pale. Yet here she was, watching a Tirzak sorcerer resuscitate two dead hunters.

Had she not actually killed them? Had they merely been wounded but not dead? It seemed impossible. The Palefire had literally stripped away their flesh…

Kyriel’s moment of hesitation nearly got her killed. The Tirzak hunter who was still standing must have spotted her, because he quickly shot two arrows in her direction. They whistled past her head as she ducked into the grass, and she popped back up and launched an arrow of her own.

It never reached her target. A barrier of golden energy flashed protectively over the four Tirzak at the last instant, absorbing her attack. Kyriel’s fingers twitched, ready to shoot again. But her brain thankfully overrode her instincts, and instead of staying to fight a losing battle, she turned and dashed through the grass and down the hill as fast as she could.

The Tirzak archer took another errant shot at her, but the mantis warriors didn’t pursue. Kyriel kept running, her fear suppressing her lingering pain. She had to get back to Tir Bereth as quickly as possible. Not because of the Tasting or because all the male house scions were waiting for her, but because she had proven her theory: the Tirzak were indeed a threat.

And a far greater one than even she had realized.
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Kyriel was halfway back to her own wyvern when she spotted another rider soaring high over the valley. At first, she assumed that a member of the Skywatch had been sent out here to look for her, but once she could make out the rider’s red hair and crimson robes, she realized it was someone else entirely.

Someone who wouldn’t be nearly as deferential as her guards.

“Wonderful,” Kyriel said with a resigned huff. “You might as well go and fetch her, otherwise she’ll never find us.”

Duatha was already racing ahead, apparently having figured out who the rider was on his own. He wouldn’t normally be much of a guide, since most people couldn’t perceive him in his spectral form. But this rider happened to be one of the few who could, and it helped that she was Duatha’s second favorite person. Possibly even first, ever since she had figured out how to give the spirit beast a magical treat.

Kyriel continued onward for another few minutes, then stopped and sat down on a smooth stump to wait. Her wyvern was probably still a mile away, and she could use the break regardless. Her tattoos were still glowing green, and her arm continued to ache from all the Pale energy trapped inside the vatari. But just like she’d hoped, the markings had healed the burns she’d suffered. If not for her scorched armor, there wouldn’t have been any lingering signs that she had been injured whatsoever. Even healing magic didn’t normally work this quickly or efficiently.

Duatha returned to her side a few minutes later, and the newcomer wasn’t far behind him.

“There you are!” Vinarys called out in that smooth, husky voice of hers. “What in the bloody void are you doing out here, darling?”

“Guarding the homeland,” Kyriel grumbled. “Since no one else seems to want the job.”

Vinarys planted her hands on her slender hips, and her green eyes narrowed judgmentally as a stiff gust of mountain wind blew her long auburn hair into her face. Unlike Kyriel, who was armed and ready for the hunt, Vin looked completely unprepared for traversing the mountains, let alone fighting Tirzak or anyone else. The fabric of her crimson robe was so thin as to almost be translucent, and the five-inch heels of her knee-length boots were completely out of place on such rugged terrain.

But she was a channeler, and therefore never completely defenseless. The blood magic taught by the Vaz Gorati sisterhood focused primarily on healing and enhancement techniques, though, not combat or self-defense. A mountain battlefield was about as far from her natural element as possible.

Still, as strange as it was to see a priestess out here in the untamed wilds, Kyriel was relieved that someone else was here. Not because she wanted to get scolded for running off without telling anyone, but because Vin happened to be her closest friend.

“You’re lucky that your mother has been so busy today,” Vinarys said, stretching out her hand to pet Duatha. Her fingers crackled with magic, which allowed the panther to shove his spectral head into her palm where the energy could tickle him in the right spots. “She was mad enough that you didn’t want to attend the tournament this morning. If she knew that you’d come out here before your Tasting…”

“She’ll manage,” Kyriel muttered. “If she wants to be upset at someone, she should yell at Sky-Commander Windsong. He’s the one who should have his men scouring these mountains in search of their missing rider.”

“Theovar is a little preoccupied at the moment. In case you’ve forgotten, he’ll be at the ceremony.”

“Trust me, I haven’t.”

Kyriel grimaced. She had been fending off advances from the other house scions from the moment she’d come of age a few years ago, but Theovar Windsong had been particularly determined to win her favor. His family, like all the other Great Houses, was convinced that their son deserved to be awarded the rite of First Mating. It was why her mother had called for a Tasting in the first place—since none of the other houses had a dragon in their ranks, the ceremony was the fairest way to determine which scion would be granted the privilege of breeding Kyriel first.

Fair or not, though, she had no interest in spending time with any of them. And she certainly didn’t want to have a child with them.

“He’s not that bad, darling,” Vinarys said. “In fact, he’s one of the—Sanathar’s breath!”

She practically lunged forward when she noticed the damage on Kyriel’s armor. Vin immediately placed her hand on the other woman’s collarbone and probed the area for injuries.

“I’m fine,” Kyriel insisted.

“You most certainly are not! Is this why your markings look so angry? What happened?”

“Just a little confrontation with the Tirzak. You know, the ones the Skywatch should be hunting down?”

“One of the mantis men did this?”

“Yes. And a whole lot more.”

Vin’s brow furrowed, but she continued probing until she was convinced that Kyriel had no lingering wounds.

“I don’t understand,” the priestess said, shaking her head. “They used sorcery on you?”

“They used magic, but I’m not sure I’d call it sorcery.”

Vin looked even more confused. Kyriel didn’t blame her, since she hadn’t been able to wrap her head around it, either.

“Duatha and I tracked the Tirzak down from within the Pale—that’s why my markings are corrupted,” she explained. “Before we ambushed them, one of the mantis men almost looked like he was glowing.”

“Glowing? From inside the Pale?”

“I know, it doesn’t make any sense. I’ve never seen anything like it before. But when I attacked, it turned and blasted me with a beam of light. And before I retreated, it…well, it revived its companions. Ones that I had already killed.”

Vinarys blinked. “What?”

“I can’t explain it, either, but I know what I saw,” Kyriel said. “I think it was light magic, Vin. You know, like in the old stories.”

“That’s…that’s impossible,” the priestess told her. “The Old Gods have been dead for over ten thousand years.”

“Imprisoned, not dead. And their followers are definitely still around. You’ve heard the rumors—the Godsworn cult has been more active than ever these past few years. Some people believe they assassinated the last House Sorokar scion in Abethaal a few years ago, and the last House Vermillion scion a few decades before that.”

“Maybe, but those Godsworn were humans, not Tirzak,” Vinarys pointed out. “The mantis men don’t have gods!”

“I know what I saw,” Kyriel said. “And it confirms what I’ve been trying to warn the Skywatch about for months—there’s a new clutch in these mountains, and we need to root it out before the infestation spreads through the mountains and overwhelms the Vale. It’s not like Lord Bastrel is still around to protect it.”

Vin eyed her for a long moment, face creased with concern even as she reached out to pet Duatha again. The panther, oblivious to the conversation, continued to eagerly soak up both the magic and the attention.

“Well, whatever happened, we need to get this corruption out of you before it’s too late,” Vinarys said. “Hold still, all right?”

Closing her eyes, the priestess shifted her attention away from Duatha. Her left hand squeezed Kyriel’s tattooed arm while her right clasped the emerald amulet dangling from her neck.

“How long were you in the Pale?” Vinarys asked.

“Too long,” Kyriel admitted.

“Obviously. The vatari absorbed more energy today than in the last week, maybe the whole last month.”

Kyriel didn’t bother trying to defend herself; she just stayed quiet and let Vinarys work. Bit by bit, the ache in her markings began to fade, and the runic whorls shifted from a haunting green to their normal blue. At the same time, Vinarys’s amulet grew brighter and brighter until it was glowing with the same green hue.

“How much more can that thing hold?” Kyriel asked.

“Plenty,” Vin assured her. “Unless you start producing it faster than I can consume it.”

Kyriel hoped that wouldn’t be the case. Vinarys had been her lifeline ever since she’d realized she could channel the energies of the Pale several years ago. The priestess’s siphoning ability, however it worked, wasn’t exactly a standard Vaz Gorati technique. But then, Vinarys wasn’t exactly a standard Vaz Gorati priestess, either. She was completely unique, in more ways than one…

“There,” Vin said. “Better?”

“Much,” Kyriel replied, stretching out her arm and flexing her fingers. The pain was gone, both from her arm and from the burns she had suffered. It was as if she had never been in a fight in the first place. There was a reason the Blade Dancers were considered the most elite warriors in the Empire—the vatari markings made them both physically strong and incredibly resilient.

“The blue is much prettier anyway,” Vinarys said, sliding her fingers through Kyriel’s hair to push a golden lock out of her face. “They match those wonderful eyes of yours.”

Kyriel grunted, then smiled. It was impossible not to whenever Vin was around. Vaz Gorati sisters had a well-earned reputation for being imperious cunts most of the time, but that was yet another reason Vin didn’t seem like one of them.

“We should get you back as soon as possible,” Vinarys said. “Assuming you’re done playing shadow huntress.”

Kyriel glanced back toward the narrow valley. “I can’t stop them all myself.”

“That’s what disposable males are for, darling,” Vin said, patting her leg. “You can warn the Skywatch…but then you need to get ready for your big night. Your mother will burn down the whole province if you aren’t back in time.”

“It only takes an hour to fly back to Tir Bereth. I don’t need an entire afternoon to bathe and get dressed.”

“Maybe not, but there’s no reason to cut it close. Besides, you’ve been looking forward to this for months. It will be fun.”

“No, you have been looking forward to it for months,” Kyriel said pointedly. “And it most certainly will not be fun.”

“Sure it will. The most powerful young men in the province will be scurrying about desperately trying to earn your favor. If we’re lucky, we might even get to watch two of them fight to the death. What could possibly be more romantic?”

Kyriel groaned. “I don’t know, anything?”

“Look, all I’m saying is that you should appreciate what you have. You’re so beautiful that men will literally kill each other just for the chance to be with you. It’s every girl’s dream!” Vinarys shrugged. “Well, maybe not every girl’s. But it’s certainly mine.”

“Let’s get back to the wyverns,” Kyriel said, standing and taking her friend’s arm. “Come on.”

Duatha stalked closely alongside them, probably figuring that Vinarys wouldn’t be able to resist giving him another taste of magic from her hands. He was right, of course—she kept a spark of energy in her palm, and he kept licking at it the entire trip.

“I knew something was wrong when you weren’t at the tournament,” Vinarys said. “You missed an incredible fight.”

“I’ve no interest in watching the dustborn kill each other,” Kyriel replied.

“But I’m sure you’d like to watch them kill Tirzak. One of the Blue Legion Centurions won fights against a bromosaur, a kralnach bull, and three mantis hunters. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Kyriel frowned. “The Ringmaster brought Tirzak into the arena?”

“Apparently. Though who knows how long ago they were captured.” She flicked her hand dismissively. “Anyway, you’re missing the point. Remember how your mother promised the winner an opportunity to start a new noble house in the Vale?”

“Yes. She must be furious that a human won the games. She’ll have to back out of the agreement.”

“Actually, she intends to honor it,” Vinarys said. “Before I left, your father went to fetch the centurion and bring him to the palace.”

“What? Why?”

“He’s going to be the head of a new house. And that means he has a right to be invited to the Tasting.”

Kyriel came to an abrupt halt on the rocky path. She searched Vin’s face for any signs of deceit but couldn’t find any.

“You can’t be serious,” Kyriel said. “She invited a human to my Tasting?”

“Dragons keep their word,” Vinarys replied, quoting the old axiom. “Or your mother does, at any rate. Personally, I think it’s a great idea. The dustborn already adore her for emancipating them. Morale in the Blue Legion will soar once they see one of their own joining her court.”

“Except the other houses will never accept it. If they see a human alongside their scions, they’ll be furious.”

“Probably, there’s nothing to worry about. It’s not like a dustborn is going to win the Tasting. But allowing him to participate is a sign of good faith.”

Kyriel’s stomach churned, but she forced herself to start walking again anyway. She couldn’t believe her mother had made such a foolish decision. The Dustborn Decree had severely weakened her authority over the other Great Houses—Bastrel’s Betrayal was proof of that. Just because the other houses hadn’t been willing to oppose a Dragon Sovereign on the battlefield didn’t mean they agreed with her decision. Liberating the dustborn from slavery had severely weakened Lostrien. The Blue Legion had come a long way over the course of Kyriel’s lifetime, but it was still only a quarter of the size of the slave armies the Sovereign had once commanded.

“Times are changing,” Vinarys said into the pause. “Humans outnumber us five to one. Your mother is convinced that she can harness their power to return Lostrien’s strength.”

“It’s bad enough she expects me to taste a bunch of strangers,” Kyriel said, “now she also wants me to taste a human, too?”

Vin shook her head as the wind blew her red hair into her face. “You won’t be tasting anyone yourself, darling. Well, except for whoever is proven to have the strongest seed for that precious dragon womb of yours.”

Yes, my dragon womb, Kyriel thought bitterly as she looked down at her flat, toned stomach. The only part of me that anyone really cares about.

The truth was that she wasn’t really a princess; she was a vehicle to the next generation of blue dragons. Bastrel’s curse had rendered her mother infertile, but the Vaz Gorati had assured everyone in Lostrien that Kyriel was healthy. As a female Wyrm Lord, she had a very high chance of birthing dragon children no matter who the father was, and that was exactly what everyone expected—demanded—her to do.

And if for some reason her first mate failed to provide her with a dragon child, they would demand that she keep spreading her legs for new males until one of them succeeded. It was her duty. Her destiny.

Her burden.

Kyriel tried and failed to swallow the lump in her throat. Whenever she was alone at night and could feel the future creeping up on her, she told herself that she had no right to complain. Through sheer circumstance of birth, she was the second most powerful person in Lostrien. Others spent their entire lives working and scheming and fighting to attain the influence that had been bequeathed to her purely by fate. Despite her unique affliction—despite the fact that she couldn’t transform into a dragon as a Wyrm Lord should—she was still the Crown Princess. The entire fate of her province and her family line rested on her shoulders.

She had told her mother many times that she wanted to wait. Most elven females didn’t have children until they were at least fifty, sometimes a hundred, and she was only nineteen. She was young even by the standards of the dustborn, who lived and died in the blink of an elven eye. But her mother wanted her to give House Valostri at least two or three children before her hundred-year term as Sovereign came to an end, and she wanted Kyriel to have ample time to cultivate her own heirs in a way that she never had.

“It won’t be that bad, I promise,” Vinarys said, squeezing her arm again. “The food and music alone will almost be worth the trouble. You love the orchestra.”

“I do,” Kyriel admitted. “But somehow I doubt I’ll have much time to listen to it.”

Vin smiled. “Come on, darling, let’s go home. I’m going to put you in a dress that will make every scion in the province willing to go to war just for a chance to look at you.”


3
The Palace


The night before my battle in the Parthanex, I had stayed up late imagining the two most likely ways the Midsummer Games would finish. The first had been a humiliating defeat, which probably would have resulted in me dissolving in the belly of a bromosaur before anyone could intervene. The second outcome—and the one I’d been hoping for—had been more along the lines of what Arindur had mentioned in passing: a writ of ascension, a heavy pouch of silver drakes, and maybe a girl or two to follow me into the Vale.

What had happened instead was still almost impossible for me to believe.

After escorting me out of the arena pit, the Dragon Father and his Wyrmguard soldiers brought me to a gilded palanquin carried by a quartet of muscle-bound orc servants. Stepping into it felt strange, but being carried around inside it felt downright surreal. Ten minutes ago, I had been an officer in the Blue Legion—a prestigious position for a dustborn in Lostrien, to be sure, but nowhere near the status of an Avetharri noble. Yet now here I was, being ferried across the capital as if I had been a scion of one of the Great Houses all my life.

“The people wish to see the champion of the games,” the Dragon Father said from the opposite bench inside the palanquin while we moved through crowded streets. “Wave to them. Give them what they want.”

I was too stunned to be obstinate, so I stretched my hand outside the gilded carriage to wave at the onlookers. There were a staggering number of them, easily hundreds at every corner. And given that we were still in the arena district, nearly all were dustborn. Chagarri, humans, orcs—I even spotted a few kolathi half-giants. They had all come to see the Midsummer champion, the Blue Legionary who had just battled his way into the gentry.

“I never realized that the winners of the tournament got a parade,” I commented as we moved.

“They do in Tir Bereth,” the Dragon Father said. “Her Majesty believes in celebrating the heroes of the people. And in honoring her bargains.”

The crowds didn’t begin to thin out until after we had passed through the district, though they had disappeared entirely by the time I could see the twisting topaz towers of the Azureheart Palace in the distance. The noble district was situated on a high plateau at the center of the city, which allowed the hilly terrain to act as a natural barrier between the members of the Sovereign’s court and the people they ruled over.

I had never imagined entering this part of the capital at all, let alone while riding next to the Dragon Father, but the view was every bit as majestic and awe-inspiring as I’d been led to believe. While each of the Great Houses in Lostrien lorded over their own fiefdom, most kept a smaller secondary estate here in the capital, as did a handful of the important families from other Imperial provinces. The huge, walled properties were easily large enough to accommodate dozens of nobles, though I doubted that more than a few ever actually lived there at one time.

The soldiers standing guard in the towers or outside the walls were all wearing the colorful tabards of their house. I recognized most of them by sight, from the great wyvern insignia of House Windsong to the crescent moon of House Starmantle to the fancy harp of House Lethowyn. Yet as I looked at them, I found myself wondering what had happened to the Bastrel estate. Had it fallen into disrepair like his fiefdom? No one seemed to know why the Sovereign hadn’t elevated another house to take control of Blackwood Vale in two decades, but I always just assumed that elves treated months the way humans treated days. They could slip by so quickly you didn’t notice.

Regardless, it seemed that I would ultimately end up with that responsibility now, which meant that I’d need to eventually figure out what the House Farric insignia would look like. That is, unless Arindur was right and someone shoved a knife in my back or added poison to my drink first…

I allowed that grim thought to rattle around in my head while we approached the palace itself. Like nearly all the important buildings in the capital, it was styled after the cerulean scales of House Valostri’s dragons. The huge defense towers, the wide aviary, even the main buildings were all the same color. Combined with the lush gardens and thick vines of the palace grounds, it was almost like we had entered an enchanted underwater forest.

A procession of other Wyrmguard soldiers awaited us at the side entrance of the palace. Their blue armor had stood out among the drab colors of the arena pit, but here they were practically camouflaged against the lapis walls and statues.

Dragon Father Malion bade me to exit the moment the palanquin came to a halt, and the back of my neck tingled as I looked around and studied my surroundings more closely. The fact that he’d chosen the side entrance rather than the main was surely a strategic decision. If he wanted to arrange for the dustborn centurion to have an unfortunate accident, this would be a decent place. Between the shrubs and trees and nearby fountain, the entrance was well concealed from any onlookers…

“Welcome to the Azureheart Palace,” the Dragon Father said, forcing a smile as he made a broad gesture with his hands. “I would happily show you the rest of the grounds if we had more time, but the Sovereign wished you to have ample time to prepare.”

“Of course, Your Grace,” I said. I felt more awkward and uncomfortable here than I had in the palanquin.

“The guards will show you inside, and the attendants will prepare you for the ceremony.” He paused for a moment, his jaw working behind his mouth. “Liawen will instruct you on proper etiquette and behavior. I suggest that you pay close attention. While the Sovereign is honored to invite you into her home, she will not tolerate disrespect. And neither will I.”

I gave him a crisp, military nod, which likely ran afoul of courtly protocol. But it was instinct at this point, and it had to be more appropriate than standing slack-jawed in the presence of the most powerful male in Lostrien.

“I understand, Your Grace,” I said.

“I doubt that very much,” Malion muttered as he glanced at the Wyrmguard soldier with a captain insignia on his armor. “Take him inside.”

“At once, Your Grace,” the captain said. His face was concealed behind his helmet like all the others, but I could still see his blue eyes through his visor as he turned to address me. “This way, astaneth.”

I didn’t understand whatever dialect he switched to, probably the older, more formal highborn tongue. But whatever he’d called me didn’t sound like an honorific, and he didn’t seem particularly happy about his duties. Nor did any of his men who marched with me.

But that was their problem. I couldn’t help but smile thinly as we moved through the stone doors and into the palace. Their disgust was ultimately going to make this night that much more entertaining. As long as the princess herself didn’t spit in my face, I didn’t really care what any of her servants thought. She and her mother were the only ones whose opinion mattered.

My smug amusement didn’t last long, however. The moment I passed into the corridors of the palace, I was too awe-stricken to think about anything else. The long, oddly dark halls unfurled like endless rivers of starlight, their floors crafted from flawless cerulean crystal that shimmered with the faint pulse of ancient magic. When I reached out to the Aether, I could feel it thrumming with the breath of powerful wards layered so deep into the stones that they had become part of the architecture itself.

High above, the arched ceilings were woven from the same crystal. Great banners of silk floated weightlessly along the walls, dyed in shades of deep ocean. Meanwhile, the murals on the walls were filled with the likenesses of the past Dragon Sovereigns of Lostrien. Every blue wyrm seemed crowned in thunder and cloaked in tempest, and their yellow eyes seemed to move as if they were still alive.

From what I could tell, the banners told the story of House Valostri dating back for millenia. Sorcerer after sorcerer, dragon after dragon, dating back for so many generations that it made human ancestral lines seem as irrelevant as a family of ants. I didn’t even know who my grandfather was, and he had lived and died before most Avetharri had finished training in their first profession.

Before I could get completely lost in the grandeur, however, the Wyrmguard soldiers led me into an isolated room. From the markings on the door, I was reasonably sure that it was used for bathing, but my breath still caught in my throat when I entered. Having been stepped in the mythos of elven decadence and depravity for most of my adult life—and having witnessed a small portion of that depravity myself in the various dens of inquiry across Lostrien—my expectations for lavishness had been quite high. But as I looked upon the enormous pool, I realized that if anything, I had actually underestimated the lavishness awaiting me.

Despite being designed for a single person, the chamber was nearly as large as some of the public bathhouses in the city. The walls and floors were decorated in the same cerulean crystal as everything else, making them almost indistinguishable from the enormous pool of water itself. The carvings and murals on the walls were as breathtakingly beautiful as the ones in the opulent corridors outside, though they seemed to tell the story of other House Valostri members who had never become Sovereign.

I could feel a palpable aura of magic in the air as I entered, and not solely from the Aetheric enchantments heating the sparking pool of water. It felt incredibly rejuvenating just being inside the room, like approaching a crackling fireplace after spending hours outside in the cold. It made me wonder if the chamber had explicitly been constructed atop one of the ley lines that snaked through the city like an ancient, invisible glyph inscribed by the gods themselves.

And the magic and splendor weren’t the only rejuvenating things about the chamber. Four beautiful, brown-haired elven females awaited me inside, three of them wearing loose, translucent white skirts…

And nothing else.

“The attendants will help you from here,” the Wyrmguard captain said. “Once they’re finished, they will bring you upstairs.”

“Uh…sounds good to me,” I told him, though I wasn’t certain if he even heard me. He closed the door the moment he finished talking, sealing me in with the attendants.

Not that I was complaining about being surrounded by a bunch of topless elf girls. They all looked like they could have been younger than me, though for all I knew they had been doing this job for two centuries already.

The fourth attendant—and the only one that wasn’t topless—moved to greet me as I entered. She offered me a respectful curtsy, then gave me one of the warmest smiles I had ever seen.

“I am Liawen, handmaiden to Dragon Princess Kyriel,” she said in a voice so delicate I wanted to catch it before it broke. “I will help my lord prepare for the ceremony.”

“I’m, um, I’m pleased to meet you,” I said, still fumbling for words as I studied her more closely. The fact that my eyes stayed fastened on her despite the bare breasts on display a few yards away was perhaps the greatest testament to her beauty a man could give. Like most faeyn, the “lowborn” wood elves native to Falinor, Liawen had brown hair and eyes to match her tanned skin. And while she wasn’t topless, her olive bandeau and matching skirt still left plenty of her eternally smooth elvish skin exposed, including her flat stomach and bare feet.

“If my lord would follow me…” Liawen said, gently taking my hand and leading me toward the pool. I followed as if in a trance, my gaze finally drifting over to examine the rest of the chamber. I noticed an elevated massage table as well as a vanity and several dressers on the other side of the room, though my eyes were quickly and inevitably drawn back to the other half-naked women. I was so distracted I might have walked right into the water while wearing my armor if they hadn’t stopped me.

The attendants weren’t shy about their duties in the least. The three of them practically swarmed over me when I reached the edge of the pool, and they began helping me disrobe with practiced ease. Even the most expensive companions in Zinshasa’s Embrace didn’t move this swiftly. Nor did they all have such pert, perky tits…

“We were not expecting the victor to be a member of the Blue Legion,” Liawen commented as the other girls worked to remove my armor.

“Nobody was,” I said, trying to stay still. “Nobody seems happy about it, either.”

Her brown eyes flicked to the door I’d entered, as if to ensure none of the Wyrmguard were still there. “I am sure they are just…surprised,” she replied carefully. “Blue Legionaries are the honorable defenders of Lostrien.”

My first inclination was to snort, but she seemed earnest. I probably shouldn’t have been surprised. The faeyn in the Parthanex had been cheering for me, and her people as a whole were much more sympathetic to humans. After all, the faeyn were elves just like the “highborn” Avetharri, but they weren’t treated all that much better than we were. They could own land and property, and those with sorcerous blood were still free to join most prestigious highborn organizations like the Wyrmguard, but none of the Great Houses nor the lesser ones were ruled by a faeyn. I wasn’t even sure if there were any faeyn dragons in the Empire. If there were, I doubted they would be allowed to become Sovereign of a province.

“I’ve no doubt that Sovereign Alessara is pleased by your victory,” Liawen added. “And when Princess Kyriel hears of it, I’m certain that she will be as well.”

“I hope so,” I said, still disappointed that the princess hadn’t been there in the arena. I also hoped that she took after her mother more than her father, at least as far as her attitude toward humans was concerned. Maybe I would have the opportunity to ask her about it tonight, assuming it wasn’t a breach of protocol.

“The Dragon Father mentioned that you’d instruct me on proper etiquette for tonight,” I said. “If I wanted to speak with the princess, how would I go about that?”

Liawen’s eyebrows lifted. “You will not be speaking to the princess.”

“Oh,” I murmured. “But I thought—”

“You will not be speaking to anyone in the ceremony,” she added. “Your body will be put on display like the rest of the males while the Vaz Gorati acolytes perform a reading to determine the strength of your ancestral legacy.”

I blinked. “What does that mean?”

“It means it is time for you to take a bath.”

Before she could elaborate, the other attendants finished stripping me down. I had wondered if they might leave my underclothes, but no, I was soon more naked than they were. Once my manhood was hanging in the wind for all to see, the three attendants gently encouraged me to descend the stairs into the pool. Given the relative size difference between us—I had to be at least a foot taller and a hundred fifty pounds heavier than any of them—I doubted that all three of them together could have moved me if I hadn’t wanted to budge.

But I had no reason to resist. The heat of the water felt incredible, as did the slow movements of the girls’ hands when they started washing me down. I remained standing upright, about half submerged, while they went through their routine. Liawen stayed out of the water at the edge of the pool, though she occasionally gave instructions in another Elvish dialect I wasn’t familiar with. Probably the faeyn tongue from Falinor, if I had to guess.

One of the attendants, a girl with hazel eyes and a slight red hue in her hair, seemed particularly interested in my chest hair. She giggled as she ran her slender fingers through it, then looked back at Liawen and said something. Liawen nodded, then glided over to the massage table and a storage shelf nearby. When she returned, she had a vial of liquid in one hand and a razorblade in the other.

“What’s this about?” I asked, warily eyeing the blade.

“You must be properly groomed before presenting yourself to the princess,” Liawen said as she crouched to hand the other attendant both the bottle and the razor. “I’m afraid that your dustborn hair is…unseemly.”

“It’s not my fault that elf men don’t have hair on their chest,” I told her. “Is this really necessary?”

She considered for a moment, then said something to the other attendants. They had a brief discussion punctuated by several giggles, which I found both cute and a little uncomfortable.

“Since a dustborn male has never attended a tasting, there is no protocol to rely on,” Liawen said after a moment. “Perhaps we can settle for a trim?”

“A trim is good,” I replied, turning back to the auburn-haired attendant with the knife. “Assuming she knows how to use a blade.”

Liawen grinned. “Nistel has been serving House Valostri for over a century. You do not need to worry.”

I turned back to the other wood elf girl. She didn’t look a day over twenty…

But her credentials proved up to the challenge. With the aid of the foamy lubricant from the potion bottle, she and the other attendants proceeded to give me a shave and trim across most of my body. When they had me move into the shallow water and expose my manhood, which I found but a little embarrassing and a lot nerve wracking. The former because I was hard as a rock in the presence of three topless females, the latter because I wasn’t thrilled at the prospect of anyone having a sharp blade near my cock, skilled or otherwise.

Fortunately, my concerns proved unfounded. The girls took good care of me, and I caught them snickering several times when they “accidentally” brushed against my member with their arms or fingers. Liawen scolded them gently when they got too obvious about it, and I couldn’t help but be a little disappointed. I was starting to assume—or maybe just hope—that part of their preparation might end up involving their lips and tongues as well as their hands…

When they finally finished scrubbing and shaving me, the girls bade me to exit the pool and lie down on the massage table. My pulse quickened once I was on my back, wondering if this might be the moment their tender ministrations became truly entertaining. But despite the fact that my cock was as firm and upright as the mighty tower of Gûl Norigaad, they left it alone while they began rubbing hot oil into my skin.

Still, it felt so good that I couldn’t complain. Their slender fingers possessed more strength than I would have thought; every squeeze and pinch and rub was firm and precise. If Avetharri royals got this kind of treatment all the time, it was a wonder they ever got anything done. Or maybe they didn’t, and the Empire was sustained purely by those of us who needed to work to afford food.

“Before, you said that my body will be placed on display like the other males,” I said after the attendants had flipped me over and started working on my back. “What do you mean by that?”

Liawen was standing at the head of the table, observing the others but not participating herself. I saw her cheek twitch slightly, and I was reasonably sure I heard one of the other attendants stifle another chuckle.

“You don’t know?” she asked.

“This is my first Tasting,” I replied dryly. “I’ve heard all sorts of rumors about this type of thing before, but I assume they’re greatly exaggerated.”

“Perhaps.”

Liawen pursed her lips, as if trying to decide what she wanted to tell me. Or perhaps what she was allowed to tell me.

“Is it really a mystery?” I asked. “The Dragon Father said that you’d tell me everything I needed to—”

“Marienna sinome,” Liawen interrupted, looking at the other girls. “Lelya.”

I couldn’t understand what she said. Based on the tone and the reaction of the other girls, however, it seemed like a dismissal. The other three attendants shared uncertain glances, but they eventually bowed and scampered out of the room on their wet feet.

“Sorry,” I said, leaning up and giving Liawen an apologetic look. “It wasn’t my intent to cause trouble.”

“You did not,” she assured me. “But I do not wish to intrude upon the Vaz Gorati. One of their acolytes will be here soon to finish your preparations.”

“I see,” I murmured, though I really didn’t. I was starting to wonder if I should have been concerned about what this ceremony would actually entail.

Liawen placed a soothing arm on my shoulder, and gently pushed until I had laid all the way back down. “You needn’t be troubled. You will be treated as an honored guest.”

“An honored guest who won’t be allowed to speak to the princess?” I asked. “And who will be subjected to some kind of test?”

“It is tradition,” Liawen said. Her hand slid down my shoulder, and it wasn’t long before I felt her fingers spreading the oil across my back. Her touch was much lighter than the others, and I couldn’t stop myself from sighing in contentment.

“This might surprise you, but no one outside the palace knows what goes on here,” I told her. “Or what your traditions are. All I know is that scions from all the Great Houses are supposed to pledge their loyalty to the princess.”

She rubbed my back in silence for a moment, perhaps considering her words carefully. “The Tasting is more than a loyalty test. Dragon Princess Kyriel is Sovereign Alessara’s only heiress. The competition for her First Mating is quite…intense.”

I frowned. “You mean the competition to become her husband?”

“Her consort,” Liawen corrected. “Only the strongest male with the most powerful ancestral legacy will be given the honor of seeding the princess. The Tasting will determine the winner.”

“By putting us on display and having the Vaz Gorati test us?”

“Yes. When the acolytes arrive, they will prepare your bindings.”

“Bindings?” I asked.

“Males are traditionally gagged and blindfolded for the Tasting ritual.”

I blinked, then rolled over on the table and sat up. “What?”

“There is no cause for concern,” Liawen insisted. “You will not be harmed.”

“Just tied up like a hog?”

She smiled, then placed her hands on my chest and gently pushed against me. She obviously wasn’t strong enough to force me to move, but her touch felt so good that I didn’t resist.

“You are being presented to the Dragon Princess,” Liawen said. “Protocol dictates that males neither speak to her or look upon her during the ceremony. Your blindness is submission; your silence is consent.”

I grunted softly. Highborn depravity was apparently even more bizarre than I thought…

“And here I was hoping to get to meet her,” I murmured. “Everyone says she is quite lovely.”

“My mistress is the most beautiful woman in Lostrien,” Liawen said, and it sounded like she genuinely believed it.

“Your mistress?” I asked. “Are you her handmaiden?”

“I am her quarnís, yes. I have served her for many years.”

She paused, and her hands began trailing down my oiled chest. But they didn’t linger on my muscles; instead, they drifted down to my waist. I gasped in surprise when she brushed over my cock, then again when I felt her fingers curl around the shaft. My manhood had softened slightly after the other attendants had left, but her touch made it hard again in an instant.

“When was the last time you spilled?” she asked.

I moaned softly. “Uh…I beg your pardon?”

“When was the last time you released your seed?”

I stared back at her, still flabbergasted by the question. But she seemed quite serious.

“A few days, maybe?” I said. “Why?”

“I realize you were not given time to prepare like the others, but it is imperative that you provide the acolytes with enough seed to perform a proper reading.”

I blinked. “Wait, that’s the test they’re going to perform?”

“Vaz Gorati priestesses possess the ability to evaluate the ancestral legacy of any sorcerer,” Liawen told me. “Through his blood or his seed, they can predict a male’s future potential…and his worthiness to mate with the Dragon Princess.”

My mouth opened and closed three times before I mustered the strength to respond. “Let me get this straight,” I rasped. “I’m going to be tied up like cattle, gawked at while blindfolded, and then some priestess is going to perform a reading on my…stuff?”

“Your seed,” Liawen confirmed. “The acolytes will select the house scion with the strongest blood legacy, and then Princess Kyriel will taste his seed for herself. The male will then become her consort and be granted the right of First Mating. With the blessing of the Dragon Goddess, they will produce the next Sovereign of Lostrien.”

She shrugged fractionally, though her hand began slowly stroking my shaft. “Since you are human, you obviously cannot produce dragon offspring. But the Sovereign wished you to be invited to the Tasting nonetheless. As I said, it is—”

“Tradition,” I finished for her. I shook my head, then glanced down to her fingers as they slid up and down my cock. “Are you sure you aren’t the one who will perform the reading? Because if you keep going much longer, you’ll get your sample.”

Liawen paused, then promptly removed her hand. “You cannot spill before the ceremony,” she said, seemingly as much to herself as to me. “But…well…”

“What is it?” I asked, wishing she would touch me again.

“I was just curious…are all human males so large?”

“No,” I said, grinning. “Are the other house scions?”

A streak of red appeared on her cheeks, and she immediately looked away. “I have told you more than I should. The Vaz Gorati acolytes will finish with your preparations.”

I nodded, and it was difficult not to grin in amusement at her embarrassed flush.

“All right,” I said. First she was surprised by my chest hair, and now the size of my cock. Maybe the real reason the highborn elves didn’t invite humans to their ceremonies was because they didn’t want a rooster in the henhouse.

“May Lahara bless your seed, my lord,” Liawen said, giving me another curtsy but not quite making eye contact. “Now please, relax. The acolytes will be along soon.”


Interlude: The Tasting
Kyriel


The flight back to the capital took slightly over an hour, and Kyriel spent nearly every minute dreading the absurd, demeaning, and frankly depraved ritual her parents had organized for her tonight. Once she arrived, she was tempted to take a few laps around the city just to avoid dealing with reality for a little while longer. She might have done exactly that if Vinarys hadn’t been flying alongside her. Unfortunately, the priestess was already steering her wyvern toward the palace, so Kyriel had little choice but to follow.

As she steered her own wyvern toward the palace aviary, the princess couldn’t help but appreciate how mystical the Cerulean City looked with clear skies and fair weather. The summer sun made every wall and tower glitter like the surface of the ocean, and the great spire of Gûl Norigaad in particular seemed alive with the way it shimmered.

Yet despite its breathtaking beauty, Tir Bereth seemed quieter than usual for some reason. Kyriel couldn’t explain why until her gaze fell upon the Parthanex, Lostrien’s iconic arena. With the Midsummer Tournament recently completed, the massive structure was now empty. She had never realized it before, but without the cheers of the crowd echoing through the streets, it seemed like the entire city had gone to sleep.

The Azureheart Palace was no exception. While there were a handful of courtiers and servants outside in the garden, the vast majority of the palace’s inhabitants were inside preparing for the Tasting. The same was likely true for tonight’s guests. The scores of nobles who had rode or flown in to attend, both from Lostrien and from abroad, were almost certainly populating the various estates in the rest of the noble district. This wasn’t merely the event of the season, after all; it was the event of a generation. Some of the men in attendance tonight had been fighting to secure their place in her first Tasting for a decade or more.

Kyriel and Vinarys landed their wyverns on the enormous circular platform situated above the otherwise open courtyard at the center of the estate. A pair of white, vine-like ramps allowed riders to descend to lush gardens below, which Kyriel had always thought made the whole aviary look like a giant hollow tree trunk. That had probably been the designer’s intent, since her first ancestors had hailed from the thick forests of Falinor.

A small group of Skywatch riders were waiting on the platform, though the stablehands rushed forward to help Kyriel and Vinarys off their mounts first. Vin was always more than happy for the aid of a strong arm, and Kyriel would have accepted the help if she weren’t so focused on the Skywatch officer heading over to greet her. But since he was present, she made it a point to swing out of the saddle and leap to the ground on her own.

“Your Highness,” Sky-Commander Theovar Windsong said, offering her a quick bow that he promptly aborted when he saw the scorch marks on her armor. “Sanathar’s breath, are you injured?”

“I’m fine,” she insisted. “But you need to assemble a squad as quickly as possible. I found your missing wyvern, but no rider. Since the Tirzak don’t take prisoners, he’s probably dead.”

His mouth twitched. Theovar was a tall and objectively handsome man, with a defined jaw and a sinewy frame worthy of the realm’s aerial protectors. His leather armor was light and supple, not unlike her own, albeit with the blue and white trappings of the provincial Skywatch. The bow and sword on his back had been wielded by House Windsong for countless generations.

But Kyriel hadn’t been impressed by any of that for a long time. All she wanted was a Skywatch commander who wanted to do his job more than he wanted to get her into bed.

“May Solterys guide his soul into the Aether,” Theovar whispered as he rubbed at the insignia. “And may Valtura grant us the strength to avenge him.”

“We don’t need her help,” Kyriel said. “You should assemble a squad and have them fly out there to try and find him. And to destroy the Tirzak clutch whether he is or not.”

His mouth twitched again. “Forgive me, Your Highness, but I already have several patrols searching the peaks for threats. They’ve found no evidence of a new Tirzak clutch, only scattered hunters.”

“They also didn’t find evidence of your missing rider, so they obviously weren’t looking hard enough.”

Kyriel set her jaw, and she made it a point to look him in the eye and stand as tall as she could. He may have been sixty years older than her, with all the training and experience those decades brought, but she was still the Dragon Princess. And more importantly, she had just done his job for him.

“I’ve warned you for months that they’re more organized than you think, and that they have sorcerers among them,” she continued. “No one wanted to believe me, but now I have proof. They didn’t kill your rider with spears and arrows—they blasted his wyvern out of the sky with magic.”

“What?” Theovar breathed, his brow furrowing. “You’re certain?”

“It was hard to miss the scorch marks,” Kyriel said, pointing at her own armor. “But the most concerning part is that I’ve never seen the type of channeling techniques they were using before. It was more like light magic than fire magic.”

His brow stayed furrowed, and for a few heartbeats she wasn’t sure he was listening to her. He seemed completely focused on her damaged armor, as if to ensure that she didn’t have any burn marks or scars on her body. Had he been a healer, the behavior would have been perfectly reasonable. But Kyriel knew that her appearance, not her health, was his primary concern. It wouldn’t do for the princess to have any unseemly blemishes on the night of her Tasting.

“The princess was unharmed, my lord, don’t worry,” Vinarys said, moving to Kyriel’s side and giving the commander a reassuring smile. “Her armor absorbed the brunt of the attack, and my magic mended the rest.”

Theovar nodded, then sighed in relief. “Thank Lahara you were there, priestess.”

Kyriel grit her teeth in frustration. Vinarys was lying, of course—Kyriel’s tattoos were what had saved her life. But they had faded beneath her skin by now, and only a few select people knew that she had them.

“Did you hear what I said?” she pressed.

“Yes, Your Highness,” Theovar replied, his eyes finally lifted back to meet hers. “Tirzak sorcerers are rare, and they often employ different channeling techniques than we’re used to. That is probably why you’re confused.”

“I’m not confused,” Kyriel growled. “I know exactly what I saw. The Tirzak channeler used light magic to attack me. And before I fell back, he used it to revive his fallen companions.”

The commander’s expression hardened. “That’s impossible.”

“I know what I saw. And I also know that only light magic can retrieve a fallen spirit before it merges with the Aether.” She set her jaw in stone. “The Godsworn have been more and more active across the Empire these last few years. It’s not impossible that they’ve decided to join forces with the Tirzak, or perhaps just use them as weapons somehow.”

“With all due respect, Your Highness, that sounds—”

“Far-fetched, I realize that,” Kyriel admitted. “But at the very least, it’s worthy of an investigation. You need to send more riders into the mountains. You should ask the Ranger-General for extra support as well.”

Theovar looked back at her, his expression an unsteady mix of competing emotions. On the one hand, he didn’t believe anything she said—he had made that clear on numerous occasions. Like most of the other military commanders, he was convinced that the Tirzak were nothing more than a nuisance, and that if they ever did pose a real threat, her mother would deal with them in a way that only a Dragon Sovereign could.

But on the other hand, Theovar had historically tried hard not to actively antagonize his Dragon Princess. Not because he respected her, of course—quite the opposite. He just didn’t want to ruin his opportunity to become her consort.

“I will speak to the scouts and to the Ranger-General,” he told her. “But in the meantime, Your Highness…may I have a word? In private?”

Kyriel was so agitated that she nearly refused, but then she forced herself to remember her mother’s many lessons about the importance of poise and patience. It wasn’t worth upsetting a vital ally just because she was in a sour mood. And besides, he was at least pretending to take her seriously…

“Very well,” Kyriel said, giving Vinarys a look.

“I’ll meet you in your chambers,” the priestess said. “A pleasure as always, Sky-Commander.”

She glided across the aviary with her usual grace, her swaying gait accentuated by the height of her heeled boots. Kyriel couldn’t even remember the last time her friend had worn flats…

Theovar gestured to an empty section of the aviary platform, and Kyriel followed to get some distance between them and the stablehands.

“I do appreciate your desire to protect us, Your Highness,” he said, sounding patronizing whether he intended to or not. “No house in the Empire has a more storied and worthy history than yours.”

Kyriel wanted to call him out for the needless flattery, but she knew it wouldn’t serve any purpose other than making her feel good. “And the warriors of House Windsong hve always been our loyal allies,” she said instead.

“I hope you know that I think this ceremony is as ridiculous as you do. Not to mention degrading.”

She nodded, though she had a feeling they had very different interpretations of which parts were degrading. To him, it was probably all the trials the males were forced to endure to come here, not the fact that she was about to parade herself around in front of the Great Houses like a prized mare seeking a stallion.

“My father spent most of the year having my brothers and I duel and race and compete with men from other houses,” he went on. “All to impress the Vaz Gorati, not the only woman who matters.”

Theovar came to a halt at the edge of the aviary, then peered over the edge to the lush gardens below. He took a deep breath, then turned to face her directly.

“It doesn’t have to be this way, Your Highness,” he told her. “You could still go and tell your mother that you’ve made your decision—that you wish to reward the most loyal house in Lostrien for our service.”

Kyriel managed not to scoff in his face. “The scions from every Great House are already here. They wouldn’t take kindly to calling off the ceremony.”

“No, but they will have no choice but to accept your judgment. And in the long run, they will all recognize that it was the best choice for Lostrien.”

“Is that what your father thinks?”

“It’s what he knows,” Theovar said. “House Windsong has stood at the side of House Valostri from the very beginning. We’re the ones who keep the skies safe—we’re the ones who helped your mother put down Bastrel’s Betrayal. We’ve given everything to protect Lostrien…and to be blunt, Your Highness, it is long past time for our loyalty to be rewarded.”

“That almost sounds like a threat,” Kyriel said, her eyes narrowing.

“It is reality. Nothing more, nothing less.”

She considered reminding him that her mother had made that exact decision a few decades earlier. Alessara hadn’t been forced to endure a Tasting; she had chosen Malion Starmantle as her consort outright. The result had been plunging the province into civil war, and it wasn’t a mistake she intended to repeat with her daughter.

Theovar held her gaze for another moment, then sighed heavily. “You know me, Kyri. I’ve watched you grow from a headstrong child into the beautiful woman that stands before me now. Can you say the same for any of the other scions here tonight?”

“No. But that’s not the way this works.”

“But maybe it should,” he said, inching closer and placing his gloved fingers on her bare belly. “I promise, I will give you a dragon child. And once I do, Valostri and Windsong will be—”

Kyriel slapped his hand away. “What do you think you’re doing?”

His jaw clenched beneath his cheeks. “I’m trying to give you a way out of this madness. And to prevent you from making a serious mistake.”

“The mistake was believing you could touch me without permission!”

Theovar’s eyes went cold. “The Empire is on the verge of chaos, Kyriel. The Blood Drought, the vatari shortage…our houses must stand together if the province is to survive.”

“And we will, if your seed is strong enough,” she told him. “If I were you, I’d get ready for the ceremony…after you talk to the Ranger-General about the Tirzak.”

Kyriel glared at him for another moment before she finally stormed off in disgust. Because no matter how hard she tried to ignore it, she could still feel his hand on her skin all the way back to her chambers.
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“This is such a waste of time,” Kyriel muttered. “I should be out there in the mountains trying to—”

“You should be standing right here,” Vinarys scolded her. “Preferably while being still and quiet.”

Kyriel fought back the urge to close her eyes and ball her hands into fists. It wasn’t easy, but she didn’t have much choice with Vinarys doing her eyeshadow and Liawen working on her nails. Her only option was to clench her toes, but even that was more difficult than normal with the shoes she was wearing.

“Besides,” Vinarys continued as she delicately added one more dusting of shadow to the left eyelid, “nothing is ever a waste of time when you look this good.”

Kyriel snorted. She wanted to be annoyed, but as usual, she could never stay mad whenever Vin was around. Besides, her friend wasn’t completely wrong—as silly and annoying as the idea of this ceremony was, Kyriel didn’t mind the preening portion of it. She had spent so much time honing her tracking and archery skills these past few years that she’d missed out on some of the things she liked about being a princess. Her shimmering blue dress felt like a smooth glove on her skin, and between Lia and Vin, she had two of the best assistants in Lostrien, perhaps all of the Empire.

“There we are,” Vinarys said as she leaned back to inspect her work. “A Dragon Princess worthy of the history books. Honestly, I think I might want a taste of her.”

Kyriel grinned as she looked in the full-length mirror across from her seat. The dark shadow made her blue eyes stand out more than normal, and the red paint did the same for her lips and nails. She also liked the elaborate braids in her long golden hair, which was good since Liawen had spent the better part of an hour fiddling with them.

“The only problem I see is that we’re too good at our jobs,” Vinarys said. “The losing scions might try to stab the winner and take his place.”

“Don’t even joke about that,” Kyriel muttered. “After the way Theovar was talking, there are going to be a lot of upset people tonight.”

Vinarys flicked her hand dismissively. “House Windsong has been flying so long that they’re all full of hot air.”

“Maybe. But it has been several generations since one of their scions bonded with ours. And House Bastrel didn’t take kindly to being rejected the last time.”

“That is why you’re having a Tasting, darling,” Vin reminded her. “Besides, Theovar’s just getting skittish. He’s been competing against the other scions for years now. He’s probably seen them all naked and realizes they all have bigger cocks.”

“Lahara forgive us,” Kyriel exclaimed. “I swear, the things that come out of your mouth sometimes…”

Vin raised her hands innocently. “I’m just articulating what everyone’s already thinking. If he were better endowed, he wouldn’t bother trying to cut a deal.”

“You’re Vaz Gorati—you of all people should understand that size isn’t all that matters. It’s what is inside that counts.”

“We say that, sure, but when he finally has you on your back for the first time, I promise you’ll wish you picked the scion who could stretch you wide open with every thrust.”

“Vin!”

The priestess chuckled impishly, then looked down at Liawen. The faeyn girl was still on her knees by the chair, looking up expectantly with those pretty brown eyes of hers.

“Lia’s the one who has actually seen them all naked,” Vinarys said. “Tell us, darling: which one is the fairest and biggest of them all?”

Liawen’s cheeks flushed. “I’m sorry, priestess, but I do not believe it is my place to say.”

“Of course it is! You’re here to serve the Dragon Princess, not the egos of house scions.”

“I can’t believe we’re talking about this…” Kyriel muttered, burying her face in her hands.

“Oh, come on, Lia,” Vinarys said, crossing her arms. “Just give us a hint. Maybe the initials of the house?”

“I…I don’t know the initials,” Liawen said. “I don’t even know his name.”

“What are you talking about, darling? You know every…” Vinarys abruptly trailed off. “Wait, the human? You’re saying the human has the biggest—”

“Okay, that’s enough,” Kyriel said, lifting her hands. “I’m ending this conversation by royal decree.”

Shaking her head, she took another look at herself in the mirror. She was reasonably tall, but her heels made her loom over both other women, especially her handmaiden.

Kyriel extended a hand, though it wasn’t as if Lia needed the help to stand. Faeyn were remarkably graceful even by elvish standards, and her handmaiden was no exception.

“I think I’m ready,” Kyriel said. “Do you agree?”

“Mistress is beyond beautiful,” the girl said in that soft, sincere voice of hers.

“You’d say that no matter, though.”

“Because it is always true.”

Vinarys chuckled. “She’s got you there.”

Kyriel gave Lia’s hand a squeeze. The girl had been serving as her quarnís for years now, though her duties were set to change in the near future. After the Tasting was completed and one of the house scions had been granted the right of First Mating, Lia would become his concubine.

The thought of some strange man laying their hands on her quarnís made Kyriel’s stomach turn, but Liawen often said how much she was looking forward to it. Not because she was tired of serving her princess—quite the contrary. The purpose of her transiting from handmaiden to concubine would be to quickly “educate” Kyriel’s future consort in matters of the bedroom. That way, when the night of the First Mating finally arrived, he would be prepared to properly satisfy his Dragon Princess.

Kyriel had her doubts about how it would all work out. No matter which scion was victorious tonight, she expected that he would be the type of man who would thrust fiercely a few times then fall on top of her in triumph. And after a few weeks of that, his child would likely be growing inside her, and she would mercifully be done with him.

Every few nights, she would whisper a prayer to the Dragon Goddess to spare her from the worst, but she didn’t want to get her hopes up. Unlike many of the dustborn, who still believed that their imprisoned gods intervened in the affairs of mortals, Imperial mythology insisted that Lahara and her children had long passed into the Aether. Their divinity could now be channeled by the Avetharri directly. Prayers were for reverence, not to beg for favors or ask for power.

Still, Kyriel liked to think that Lahara was out there somewhere subtly guiding events to aid her children. But it seemed unlikely, given how badly the Blood Drought was crippling the Empire. Fewer and fewer dragons were born every year, to the point that in another few generations, there might not even be enough to have a Sovereign of every province. It was a horrifying thought…and the fundamental reason she found herself in her current predicament.

Had she been born a thousand years ago, she could have freely chosen whatever mate she wanted, and she could have waited a century to do it. But today, with her mother already halfway through her term as Dragon Sovereign, it was vital that Kyriel find a strong mate to continue the Valostri bloodline.

“We should get going,” Vinarys suggested. “Just don’t forget the mask.”

Kyriel nodded. The Tasting wasn’t a masquerade, but the dragons in her family always acted like it was nonetheless. She retrieved the mask from the vanity, and Lia helped her put it over her eyes. The blue scales only covered the upper half of her face, and it didn’t look all that much like a dragon. But she had always thought it was exotic nonetheless.

After a bit more preening and a quick glass of wine to calm the nerves, Kyriel set out for the great hall. Vinarys stayed at her side, while Liawen trailed a few yards behind them. The two Wyrmguard soldiers in the hall accompanied them, and they picked up several more on their way through the palace. By the time they arrived, they had an entire royal retinue with them.

Kyriel and Vinarys waited at the door for the guards to tell the house seneschal that they were here. When the double doors were finally thrust open, the spindly old man was waiting for them on the other side. Sirdor was well over four centuries old, and he’d been the House Valostri seneschal for almost half that.

“Your Highness,” he said, giving Kyriel a low bow. His white hair was so long it actually touched the floor when he got that low. “Please, allow me to introduce you to the court.”

“By all means,” Kyriel replied, smiling thinly but being sure to keep her chin held high. She may not have been the passive daughter that her parents wanted, but she understood the importance of appearances at court—especially for someone as young as her. Had she been able to assume the form of a dragon—or even the hybrid, bipedal Wyrmidon form—she would have commanded respect despite her age. But without that ability, attitude and poise would have to do more work than normal.

Sirdor gracefully moved to the edge of the balcony overlooking the great hall, and one of the other servants tapped the gong as he did so.

“Introducing Kyriel Valostri,” Sirdor announced in a clear voice once the echo of the gong had faded and only silence remained, “Dragon Princess of Lostrien and heir to the throne of Tir Bereth.”

Everyone in attendance was already on their feet, but at the mention of Kyriel’s name, they all lowered their heads as well. She stayed upright as her mother had taught her—a dragon commanded the room, she didn’t bow before it. And it was a vast room indeed, as full and energetic as Kyriel could ever remember.

The great hall itself was a massive circle with a balcony sweeping around both the northern and southern edges of the room. The blue crystalline floor looked even more like water than the corridors beyond, and thanks to an ancient magical enchantment, flashes of lightning occasionally rippled beneath the surface to remind everyone that they were in the home of House Valostri, the Storm’s Fury.

Dozens of tables filled the area below where hundreds of nobles from across the province and beyond were in attendance. Had this been any normal gala or banquet or just a simple soiree, Kyriel would be expected to spend the entire evening dancing and socializing. Perhaps the only good thing about the Tasting was that she would be free to avoid all of that nonsense.

“Serving at her right is Sister Vinarys of the Vaz Gorati,” Sirdor went on, “who will be overseeing tonight’s proceedings.”

Vinarys curtsied, and she produced a pleasant smile for the crowd as well. She may not have been all that much older than Kyriel, but her order commanded respect with its mere existence. After all, the priestesses of Lahara were responsible for maintaining the sanctity of the dragon bloodlines across the Empire. No one dared upset them, lest their families be left to rot on the vine.

Kyriel’s entourage eventually moved on, with the Wyrmguard and Liawen in tow behind them. Her first and only destination before moving to the ritual chamber tonight was the table with her mother and father. Unlike all the other families in attendance, House Valostri was seated on the balcony itself where we could properly overlook their subjects. The area wasn’t large enough for an actual dragon, of course, which was ostensibly why her mother was also in her natural elven form.

Dragon Sovereign Alessara was wearing a nearly identical dress to her daughter, with the same shimmering blue design that made the fabric look like dragon scales more than silk. Other than the fact that her mask was a bit larger and her heels were a bit shorter, the two of them could have been twins. It wasn’t surprising, given the potency of dragon blood—the Vaz Gorati claimed that it often overpowered the traits of the “weaker” parents. Kyriel had never recognized much of herself in her father at all.

“And here I was about to deploy the entire Skywatch to find you,” Dragon Father Malion said as he and the Sovereign moved to intercept her before she reached the Valostri table.

“I returned with plenty of time to spare,” Kyriel told him. She kept her voice reasonably low to avoid anyone else listening in, though that was unlikely with all the ambient noise and music in the great hall.

“That isn’t the point,” her father said, his face tightening. “You were forbidden from—”

“Leave us.”

The Sovereign also spoke softly, but the chill behind her words was enough to make Kyriel shiver. Her mother was widely seen as a calm and collected ruler who rarely raised her voice. Yet when she was angry, even Lostrien’s brutal winters were tame compared to her cold rage.

Her father looked annoyed at being summarily dismissed, but as usual he silently obeyed. Vinarys also took Liawen’s arm and escorted the handmaiden away from the mother-daughter conversation.

“I understand that you’re upset,” Kyriel said, trying to sound as diplomatic as she could. “But I located the missing Skywatch rider, and I—”

“Enough.”

Kyriel swallowed. She had never been cowed easily—not by her tutors, not by her trainers, not even by her father. Yet with a single world, her mother could make her feel as weak and powerless as a child.

“You know how vital this ceremony is,” Sovereign Alessara said. “Both for Lostrien and for our family. Despite that, you disobeyed my orders. You didn’t attend the games. You didn’t stay in the palace. You didn’t adequately prepare yourself for the task ahead.”

“Mother, I—”

“I’m not finished,” Alessara interrupted. “Your recklessness has embarrassed me. Worse, it has placed the future of our entire house in jeopardy.”

She placed her hand on Kyriel’s arm. To any onlookers in the great hall, it probably seemed like a loving gesture, which was undoubtedly the Sovereign’s intent. But when her mother abruptly squeezed, Kyriel didn’t feel compassion, only frustration.

“What would have happened if you’d been ambushed?” the Sovereign asked. “Or if you had disappeared and never returned?”

“I…” Kyriel managed.

“You don’t know, because it never occurred to you to think about it. It never does.”

“The Tirzak threat is real, I swear it,” Kyriel said, her voice trembling despite her best efforts to keep it steady. “We have to do something about it.”

“I will,” Alessara said. “You will not.”

Her mother’s jaw clenched beneath her mask, and her blue eyes turned a draconic yellow as if she were about to transform in the middle of the great hall.

“A dragon cannot afford to act without thought,” Alessara added, “nor can she afford to take foolish risks, especially not when she can send others in her stead.”

“House Valostri has defended Lostrien for ten millennia,” Kyriel protested. “Are we to stop now just because we fear the Drought?”

“Defending your home does not mean rushing off to confront every threat the moment it emerges,” Alessara said. “Our enemies are legion, Kyriel, both here and across the Empire. And a dragon is always most vulnerable when she leaves her lair.”

The Sovereign’s eyes flashed again, and Kyriel suddenly wondered if her mother was talking to her or a past version of herself.

“I wish it hadn’t come to this,” Alessara said, the anger draining out of her voice. As it did, her yellow eyes returned to their normal blue. “I know you wish we could put this off for another few years, but we can’t. The Great Houses have grown impatient, and your First Mating is overdue. You must choose a consort, and you must produce a dragon.”

“I know,” Kyriel whispered, feeling as if the wind had been kicked out of her. “If I don’t, the Empire might intervene. Our family could lose everything.”

Her mother nodded, and she released her grip on Kyriel’s arm.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, sounding like a completely different person than she had a moment ago. “I really am. It wasn’t supposed to be like this for you. I had plans…”

Alessara trailed off, and her arm fell back to her side. Her limbs were so slender and graceful that it was hard to imagine them transforming into mighty scaled limbs that could crush a bromosaur in their talons. Perhaps too hard…

“We can’t keep the truth hidden forever,” the Sovereign whispered. “I’m not even sure we can keep it long enough for your child to grow. But we have to try, Kyri, there’s no other choice. You’re the only one who can give our family what it needs to survive.”

Kyriel nodded solemnly. She had understood what was at stake ever since her mother had revealed House Valostri’s dark secret to her a few years ago. And unfortunately, it wasn’t a simple scandal they could bury. Her father hadn’t gotten his concubines pregnant or anything so mundane, nor had her mother secretly mated with another house scion. This secret was far more important…and far more devastating. If any of the other Great Houses learned the truth, it would destroy House Valostri’s claim to power in a heartbeat. Her mother would be forced to abdicate the throne, and the Council of Wyrms would be forced to intervene and put a new dragon—and a new family—in charge of the province.

Her mother was right that the secret would come out eventually no matter what they did. But as long as Kyriel produced a dragon heir first, the revelation wouldn’t necessarily mean the end of their family. Her mother would still be forced off the throne, but that was probably unavoidable by now. What mattered was having another Valostri dragon to take her place—one who, unlike Kyriel herself, could actually transform.

“I won’t disappoint you,” Kyriel said. “I will try to—”

“You’ve never disappointed me,” Alessara assured her. “You’re exactly the daughter I wished you to be. Strong, independent, determined.” She shook her head. “I’m the one who made the mistake, and now you have to pay the price. I wish I could change that for you, but I can’t. This is the path forward. Power is the only currency that matters in this world. Without it, chaos reigns.”

Kyriel turned and looked out over the balcony. “I’m a little worried about what’s going to happen to the families who don’t get what they want. They may not take their defeat well…especially the Windsongs.”

Her mother’s eyes narrowed behind her mask. “Why do you say that?”

“Lord Theovar spoke to me when I returned. He wanted me to declare that I’d chosen him and skip the entire ceremony.”

“Did he, now?” Alessara said, turning her head to follow Kyriel’s gaze to all the other families seated below.

“He almost seemed desperate. He said that our family still owes his a great debt.”

“We do, and I wish I’d had more children so that I could repay it. But as it stands, the Tasting is the option. No favorites, no political games, just truth in the blood. They will have no choice but to accept the results.”

“I hope you’re right.”

The Sovereign stayed silent for another moment, then took Kyriel’s hand and finally began leading her toward the dinner table. “After the first course, Vinarys will take you to the ritual chamber. The contenders will be waiting for you.”

“Including the dustborn,” Kyriel said. “I can’t believe you’re allowing him to participate.”

“Neither can any of the other scions. But they’ll get over it, and this is an opportunity we can’t afford to pass up. We’re more reliant on the might of the Blue Legion than ever. Elevating one of them will secure the loyalty of many others. In the long term, this will strengthen our position.”

Alessara waved a hand as one of the servants pulled out a chair for the princess.

“But enough of that for now,” she said. “It’s time to worry about the present. The future will come soon, whether we wish it to or not.”
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Perhaps an hour later, Vinarys led Kyriel away from the great hall and down the private spiral staircase. Since this was the first Tasting since her grandmother’s over a century ago, no one had used it in some time. But the staff had made sure to clean and prepare everything, and Kyriel braced herself when she opened the door and stepped into the ritual chamber.

Yet despite the fact that the priestesses had prepared her for the ritual—despite the fact that she had read many first-hand accounts of other Tastings over the millennia—Kyriel still found herself struck speechless by the sheer depravity of the display awaiting her. The eight male contenders were all standing upright in the dark chamber, four on each side. Their ankles were chained to the floor, while their hands were shackled behind their backs as if they were prisoners rather than noble scions. Their bodies were all naked and glistening with oil, and their heads were covered by opaque silver masks with closed eye slits.

By tradition, none of them had the right to look upon or speak to their Dragon Princess, at least not until they proved the strength and virility of their bloodline. Only the most powerful scion’s mask would be removed, at which point he would kneel before his princess and pledge his loyalty to her house, her bloodline, and her precious dragon womb.

“I told you this would be fun,” Vinarys whispered, smiling lecherously as she examined each of the naked male bodies in turn. “They’re all hard and ready for you.”

Kyriel scoffed. “They can’t even see me.”

“They don’t need to. That’s how desirable you are.”

Kyriel rolled her eyes, but there was no point in delaying this insanity any longer than she had to. She gave Vinarys a look, and the priestess promptly clapped her hands to summon the acolytes. Eight young women emerged from the curtains on the other side of the chamber, all wearing the blood red robes of their sisterhood. Every acolyte held a wide, empty glass in her hand, and after another signal from Vinarys, they all dropped to their knees in unison, one in front of each male contender.

“Through pain and punishment, strength and duty, you have all proven yourselves worthy of standing before the Dragon Princess,” Vinarys said, raising her husky voice so that it carried across the chamber. “Beneath the watchful eyes of the Dragon Goddess Lahara, you must now prove the virility of your blood legacy. To ensure the prosperity of Lostrien, only the most powerful scion may plant his seed within our princess. May you bring glory to your House…and to the Empire.”

She gave a meaningful glance to the first two acolytes, and the women immediately turned their attention to the shackled men next to them. With skilled fingers and wet lips, they began pleasuring the cocks dangling in front of them.

“Sanathar’s breath,” Kyriel whispered. “I can’t believe this is really happening.”

“All for you, darling,” Vin said, squeezing her arm. “Just relax and enjoy the show.”

Kyriel watched in fascination, unable to suppress the excited tingle that was suddenly and mysteriously running through her body. As utterly bizarre, depraved, and humiliating as this ritual was, she couldn’t deny that a part of her was…intrigued. Perhaps even a little aroused.

After all, she was used to being looked upon like prized cattle, but in a way, the tables had now turned. Every man in this room had undergone great trials in order to be here, all for the chance to spill into a glass and prove the worthiness of their ancestral legacy.

“Won’t be long now,” Vin said, her eyes alight as she took a slow, sensual sip of her wine. “Here they cum…”

The men’s groans of pleasure intensified, and their breaths soon became frantic…particularly the one on the right. Sensing his release, the acolyte promptly removed her lips from his manhood, then began stroking him vigorously with her left hand while her right held the ritual chalice in position. The male burst a heartbeat later, and Kyriel gasped as spurt after spurt of his milky white seed sprayed into the glass. By the goddess, they really were being milked like cattle…

The second spilled mere moments later, filling his own ritual glass. The attendants continued gently stroking their contenders for several moments after they had finished to ensure that they had squeezed out every available drop. Then, in perfect unison, the acolytes placed both hands on the chalice and pivoted on their knees to face Vinarys.

“The offering has been made,” Vinarys said. “Now, under the watchful eyes of the Dragon Goddess, its worthiness shall be judged.”

The priestess’s husky voice was still commanding, but it sounded a little strained. Most people probably wouldn’t have been able to tell the difference, but Kyriel knew her too well. Vinarys was so aroused that she kept squeezing her knees together and wobbling on her heels.

“Begin,” she said.

The two acolytes each brought the ritual cups to their lips, then poured a small amount of the fresh seed into their mouths. Their eyes fluttered shut as they used their strange magic to evaluate the ancestral legacy of each competitor. For many thousands of years, the blood priestesses had used the technique to maintain the strength and power of the dragon bloodlines. In theory, they would be able to tell which male would be most likely to plant a dragon child in Kyriel’s womb.

The princess held her breath in anticipation, wondering what secrets the acolytes might discover. All the contenders hailed from a powerful line of sorcerers, of course, but some of the Great Houses hadn’t produced a dragon in multiple generations. If Lahara’s gift had faded from their bloodline completely, they would eventually lose their status altogether.

Vinarys’s hand squeezed hers as they watched, though from the way she was licking her lips, it almost seemed like she wanted to rush over and grab the goblet for herself…

“What is your judgment?” she asked.

The two acolytes slowly reopened their eyes, then gave each other a glance. After a moment, they turned back to Vinarys, then slowly shook their heads.

“Strong legacies, both worthy of respect,” Vinarys announced to the contenders. “But neither with the fortitude or strength worthy of seeding the womb of our beloved Dragon Princess.”

Kyriel watched as both of the contenders’ bodies tensed in frustration, then sagged in disappointment. She felt genuine sympathy for both of them. In a different day and age, they would have had no trouble finding a Wyrm Lord to mate with…though in such times, they would also have likely been dragons themselves. The Drought had inflicted more damage upon the Empire than its enemies could have ever dreamed.

She had personally met most of the men in this room, though obviously not while stripped naked and concealed behind a mask. And since they weren’t wearing their house symbols or any other markings to distinguish them, she couldn’t identify which scion was which…with one notable exception.

The human centurion was positioned in the third row on the right side of the room. His huge, muscular frame instantly set him apart from the lean elven males, as did the small black hairs covering most of his body. Some of her people considered “human fur” proof of their savagery, but Kyriel found it rather…exotic.

Vinarys squeezed her hand again, shaking her out of her reverie as they stepped forward to judge the second set of competitors. The new acolytes repeated the process of the first by stroking, licking, and sucking the turgid stems in front of them. The smack of their lips combined with the euphoric moans of the men sent another tingle of delight quivering through Kyriel’s body, and she took a sip of her own wine to try and settle herself down…

The men spilled as dramatically as the first set, and the acolytes once again performed their reading. Before they finished, Kyriel studied the panting contender directly to her left. She was reasonably sure that it was Theovar Windsong. She still couldn’t believe that he had dared to touch her, and she desperately hoped that the acolytes didn’t find anything exceptional in his seed…

They didn’t. This set of contenders was evidently no more impressive than the first, and Vinarys repeated her earlier platitudes as they advanced to the third row. Kyriel swore she could feel the frustration in the room growing, and she once again feared what would happen if none of the men here passed the Vaz Gorati trial. It would be an absolute disaster that might lead to civil war as surely as if she chose the “wrong” scion.

As the third set of acolytes began stroking their contenders, Kyriel’s attention was once again drawn to the human male. His manhood stiffened at the wet kiss of the acolyte’s tongue, and the girl was clearly taken aback by the abrupt length and thickness. Yet she dutifully continued her work, fondling and teasing him while he groaned in delight.

“Almost too bad you can’t choose exclusively on size,” Vinarys whispered softly into Kyriel’s ear. “Otherwise we could end the competition right here.”

“That isn’t funny,” Kyriel told her. “He’s human.”

“I’m not blind, darling.” Vin chuckled, then finished her wine. “But he’s an impressive specimen nonetheless. It’s no wonder he won the tournament—probably didn’t even need a weapon if he could just swing that around.”

Kyriel swallowed, unable to look away as the human’s impressive muscles continued to flex. He really was huge—he must have been at least six and half feet tall, possibly more, and he must have weighed at least twice what she did.

Despite the contempt it received from Avetharri soldiers, the Blue Legion had greatly improved in both strength and number over the past few years, and this man was living proof of that fact. Humans might not have had the luxury of training for three or four decades like elven warriors, but they seemed to be quick learners. If this man had survived the Midsummer Games without any serious injuries, he must have been as skilled as any Wyrmguard.

“Almost there,” Vinarys said. “Let’s just hope that his seed isn’t so foul that it chokes the poor acolyte.”

The other contender finished first, but Kyriel didn’t even look. She kept staring at the human as his groans became louder and more intense, then gasped when he erupted with a sudden euphoric grunt. He fired one volley after another of his dustborn seed into the ritual chalice, and for a few heartbeats, it seemed as if he might do the impossible and fill the entire vessel. But it was just large enough to contain his offering, and the acolyte made sure to keep stroking until he was completely spent.

“Faarea…” Vinarys breathed in amazement. “He must not have had any attention in a while.”

Kyriel nodded absently as the acolyte poured the human’s seed into her mouth. She didn’t swallow it all, of course—not even close. He had spilled so much that the glass was still three-quarters full when the acolyte began her reading.

“At least we got a good show out of him,” Vin said. “I never expected to attend a Tasting where—”

“Oh!”

She was cut off when the acolyte yelped and nearly dropped her goblet. The girl’s eyes went wide, and she looked up at Vinarys in wonder…

And fear.

“What is it?” Vinarys asked, moving to the girl’s side.

The acolyte licked at her wet lips, then looked back at the human. “Priestess, he…he…”

Her skin had drained of color, and she seemed unable to speak. Kyriel had no idea what was wrong. Was his human seed as foul as they’d feared?

“He what?” Vinarys pressed.

The acolyte couldn’t seem to bring herself to reply. Her hands had started shaking, and when it seemed as if she might drop the chalice again, Vinarys reached out and snatched it away. The priestess looked down into the glass, then unexpectedly brought it to her lips.

“What are you doing?” Kyriel gasped, but it was too late. Vinarys had already poured some of the human’s seed into her mouth, and she closed her eyes as she performed her own reading. Everyone in the ritual chamber seemed to hold their breath…

Vinarys’s body seized up almost immediately, and her green eyes shot back open mere heartbeats after they had closed. They slowly turned back to Kyriel as she swallowed.

“Impossible,” Vinarys breathed, dragging her fingertip over the tip of her tongue.

“What is impossible?” Kyriel demanded.

“He…he has the blood,” Vinarys managed, her voice so soft it was barely audible. “This human has the blood!”

Kyriel’s stomach sank through the floor. Had she been alone with Vin, she would have assumed that the priestess was playing games with her as she so often did. But the acolyte had clearly sensed the same power, and the girl looked more terrified than ever.

Because it didn’t make any sense. Human sorcerers were rare—perhaps one in a hundred at most had the power of the Aether in their veins. But a human dragon? That had never happened, not in the entire ten millennia history of the Empire. The entire concept was utterly farcical.

“You must be mistaken,” Kyriel said.

“No,” Vinarys breathed, shaking her head as she looked at the shackled man next to them. “I wish I were, but…”

Kyriel followed her gaze. The human seemed confused. Even though he couldn’t see them or understand their language, he must have been able to tell that something was wrong just from the tone of their voices. And as for the other scions who could understand them…well, she had no idea how they would react once they got over their shock. At best, they wouldn’t believe it. At worst…

“Blood Mother Sianeth will insist on taking her own reading,” Vinarys said. “I’ll send a courier to Karthuil at once.”

“Give me the chalice,” Kyriel whispered.

Vinarys frowned. “What?”

“You heard me.”

“Kyri, you aren’t Vaz Gorati,” Vin said. “You haven’t been taught how to read—”

“Just give me to me,” Kyriel said, snatching away the glass. Some of the human’s seed was still there, warm and waiting. Vinarys was right that Kyriel had no idea how to perform a proper reading—the blood priestesses kept those secrets to themselves. But if this human really was a dragon, she would surely be able to sense some fraction of his power. Besides, this wouldn’t be much of a Tasting if the princess never actually had a taste…

Bracing herself, Kyriel used the tip of her finger to collect a glob of the white seed, then gently placed it upon her tongue. She expected it to be so foul it would make her gag, but if anything, the opposite proved true. The flavor was delightfully savory…it was what came next that shocked her to her core.

The first tickling sensation started in her right arm, and she looked down just in time to see her blue tattoos appear beneath her flesh. A second later they began to glow as the vatari dust within them feasted upon the power she had consumed. Every inch of her skin began to tingle at once, and a wave of utter delight—no, ecstasy—soon crashed over her entire body. Her quim felt like it had caught fire, and her nipples turned so hard it seemed as if they might cut through her dress.

“Le’thos,” Kyriel swore. “He’s…he’s…”

“A dragon,” Vinarys finished for her. “Somehow, the human is a dragon.”


4
Complications


“This is madness,” the deep voice of the Dragon Father bellowed. “Absolute madness!”

“It’s the truth,” the softer voice of the Vaz Gorati priestess replied.

“It’s a mistake. The dustborn cannot be a dragon!”

“With all due respect, Your Grace, the blood does not lie.”

They fell silent. They probably didn’t realize that I could hear them through the wall, but the Dragon Father had been shouting ever since his guards had brought me into this room. My wrists were still shackled together from the ceremony, and no one had removed my mask. One of the acolytes had freed my ankles and put me in a loincloth rather than leaving me naked, but that was it.

“…will not accept your judgment,” the Dragon Father said, though he was speaking more quietly this time. “No one will.”

“They must,” the priestess insisted. “The Vaz Gorati are the keepers of the—”

“The Vaz Gorati lie whenever it suits their needs. I have no idea what you think you’re up to, but the Blood Mother had better set this straight. There are no dustborn dragons. And if you think for a moment that I will allow that morshir to touch my daughter…”

There was another pause, and the next time I heard them, they were too far for me to make out any of the words. Though from the tone of their voices, it was clear that their argument was ongoing.

I was more confused now than after I’d been invited to this Tasting ritual in the first place. The events of the last few hours seemed like they had been conjured from the mind of a madman. None of the legends of Avetharri depravity had prepared me for a ceremony where a bunch of young elven acolytes tugged off blindfolded men so they could drink their seed.

A part of me wondered if I had imagined this entire thing, especially the part where the blood priestess had proclaimed me a dragon. None of the elves seemed to believe it was possible, and neither did I. Everyone knew that only elven sorcerers carried the blood of their Dragon Goddess.

But why would a Vaz Gorati priestess lie about such a thing? And how could she be wrong about something so important? The entire purpose of their sisterhood was to interpret the bloodlines and ensure that the Empire birthed as many dragons as possible.

I didn’t have any answers. Frankly, I wasn’t sure I wanted them. Imperial politics were notoriously dangerous, and I had no interest in getting swept up in more highborn bullshit. All I wanted was to meet the Sovereign and receive the gift that had been promised to me.

Experimentally, I pulled my arms apart to test the strength of my restraints. I didn’t sense any Aetheric energy within the steel, which wasn’t all that surprising since their purpose was ceremonial rather than practical. I wasn’t convinced that I could shatter them with my sorcery, though, especially without being able to see them. And certainly not without making so much noise that someone would come in here to check on me.

For lack of any compelling alternatives, I forced myself to take a deep breath and wait patiently. Someone would have to come and fetch me eventually. The only question was whether I could persuade them to let me go…or whether I would have to force the issue and try to escape before every Wyrmguard soldier in the palace surrounded me.

I had no way to tell how long I ended up waiting, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if an hour passed before I heard voices in the hall again. At least one of them belonged to the Vaz Gorati priestess who had conducted the ceremony, and the others sounded like guards based on the heavy thump of their armored footfalls. Had I been kept waiting any longer, I would have unleashed an excoriating tirade the moment the door opened regardless of the potential consequences. But as the handle turned, I reminded myself that this was the royal palace, not a den of drunkards. Speaking fiercely was the surest way to get myself thrown back into the gladiator pits…or perhaps executed outright.

“I greatly apologize for the delay, my lord,” the priestess said as she moved quietly across the room. “But as you can imagine, today’s events have taken many of us by surprise.”

“I’m sure they have,” I managed, my fury draining away when I realized that she had addressed me as “my lord,” not “human” or “morshir” or something else.

“The Dragon Goddess teaches us that her children are to be revered, no matter what form they take. It is time for you to receive the respect—and the privileges—you are due.”

As I heard the armored men move closer, I instinctively braced myself for an attack. But then I felt pressure on my restraints as they unlocked and removed them. I stretched my hands once they were free, and I was about to remove my mask when the priestess beat me to it.

Having only heard her voice, I wasn’t sure what to expect when I saw her. My mental image of Vaz Gorati priestesses was not a kind one, to say the least. Elves aged far too gracefully to become hags, but I still hadn’t expected this woman to be so young. Or so pretty.

She had a long, straight mane of red hair which spilled over her shoulders, and her piercing green eyes were among the most enthralling I’d ever seen. Her crimson robe was low-cut, offering me a delightful view of her impressive cleavage as well as the green amulet dangling just above it. The fabric of her outfit was so thin that I could see the outline of her slender but curvy figure. She was tall for a woman, though I belatedly realized she was getting a lot of help from the impressive heels on her knee-high boots.

“Once again, I deeply apologize, my lord,” she said, offering me a half bow. The two Wyrmguards next to her each dropped to a knee, and as my eyes adjusted to the light, I once again found myself wondering if I had gone insane.

“What’s the meaning of this?” I asked more forcefully than I intended.

“Your blood legacy has been revealed. And with it, your destiny.”

“You act like those words mean something.”

She rose back to her full height, then offered me a smile. “It will take some time to fully explain, and this is no place for such a conversation. If you will accompany me, I have prepared far more luxurious accommodations for you elsewhere in the palace.”

I strongly considered refusing, if only to see what would happen. But from what I’d been able to overhear from the earlier conversation, she had been the one defending me at every turn. Getting on the bad side of a potential ally—perhaps my only potential ally—probably wasn’t the wisest course of action.

“Sure,” I said, taking a moment to look around the room they had stashed me in. At a guess, it seemed like some kind of private sitting room with a single table and a few chairs, and while the elves may not have considered it luxurious, I wouldn’t have been surprised if the furniture was worth more than any inn I’d ever stayed at.

“This way, please,” the priestess said, gesturing into the corridor.

She stayed close at my side as we walked, while the two Wyrmguard soldiers followed closely behind us. The first time we turned down a different passage, she casually slid her arm into mine to guide me.

“I’m afraid we have not been properly introduced,” she said as we walked. “I am Vinarys, Vaz Gorati Priestess and spiritual advisor to Princess Kyriel.”

“That’s a long title,” I commented. “I suppose that makes it more impressive.”

She chuckled softly. “The princess calls me Vin. You may as well, if you like. Though ‘priestess’ is more appropriate if we are in the company of others.”

“I see,” I muttered, though I really didn’t. It was still difficult for me to believe that a blood priestess was speaking to me at all, let alone holding my arm and acting as if we were old acquaintances. Then again, I had never expected one to taste my seed, either, so none of this made any sense.

“I know this must all be very confusing,” Vinarys said. “Believe me when I say that no one thought tonight’s events would unfold the way they did.”

“Didn’t seem like many people were happy about it, either. I kept expecting to end up with a knife in my gut.”

“As I said, it was a surprise to everyone. But I am Vaz Gorati, and I have informed them that you carry the blood. To harm you would be to harm the honored chosen of the Dragon Goddess Lahara.”

She paused for a minute, and I felt her gait slow just a bit as we passed into yet another of the seemingly infinite cerulean crystal corridors.

“That does not mean there will be no confusion or debate, however,” Vinarys added. “Due to her advanced age, the Blood Mother of my order prefers to remain in the monastery in Karthuil. But given the circumstances, she has been summoned to Tir Bereth to confirm my reading.”

I raised a curious eyebrow. “Are you telling me that an old woman is going to get on her knees and drink from a cup?”

Vinarys smiled again. “No. She will take a direct reading of your blood.”

“Ah,” I said. “Is there any reason the acolytes didn’t do that the first time?”

“Tradition. The Tasting is meant to decide who is worthy to seed the princess.” She looked up at me, her eyes twinkling. “Besides, would you rather your sample be drawn by a sharp knife or by a willing mouth?

“Well, when you put it that way…”

I smiled back at her. No, this woman definitely wasn’t what I expected from a Vaz Gorati priestess. If anything, she had the calm, easy demeanor of a seductive strumpet in a bawdy tavern.

After another minute and several more turns, we approached an elaborate set of double doors with two more Wyrmguard soldiers standing nearby.

“Here we are,” Vinarys said. “I hope everything will be to your liking, my lord.”

I held my breath as she opened the door and gestured for me to head inside. I had heard stories of the size and opulence of royal chambers before, but once again my imagination had fallen well short of reality. The room was massive, probably twice or even thrice the size of the most expensive suites I’d seen in other cities across the province. There was a huge bedroom, a wide study that was practically a personal library, and a bathing pool all in the same space. An entire family could have lived here. It defied belief.

“This…this is all for me?” I asked, drifting forward and trying to take in the splendor.

“And your harem,” Vinarys said, shutting the doors behind her and leaving our guards outside.

I stopped and turned. “Harem?”

“Yes, though we shouldn’t get ahead of ourselves. For now, it is all yours.”

“Escar’s mercy,” I breathed before I could catch myself. It was a harmless saying without any earnest devotion behind it, but whispering the name of an Old God in the presence of any Avetharri was a bad idea. And doing it in front of a blood priestess seemed particularly foolish.

“It’s all right,” she soothed as she returned to my side. “I won’t tell the Blood Mother if you don’t.”

Her easy smile assuaged my fears that I’d insulted her, as did the fact that she quickly slipped her arm back through mine to lead me in a tour around the room.

“An attendant will be along shortly to ensure you have everything you need,” Vinarys said as she led me through the study toward the bedroom on the far left side. “Food, drink, entertainment…you will be quite comfortable here, I promise.”

My gaze kept sweeping across the room, and it took all my willpower to break out of the spell and remind myself that there were serious questions to be answered.

“If this Blood Mother of yours shows up and has a different opinion, what will happen?” I asked.

“You don’t need to worry about that,” Vinarys said. “The truth of your heritage may be shocking, but it is also undeniable.”

“Humor me,” I said, coming to a halt in front of the enormous four poster bed that looked large enough for several people. “What would happen?”

She considered for a moment, and my eyes unwittingly drifted back to her cleavage and the dark emerald dangling from her neck. I had never seen a piece of jewelry quite like it.

“Unfortunately, it would place great pressure on the Sovereign to declare a different winner,” Vinarys said. “No matter who she chooses, the decision will be contentious. Possibly even disastrous.”

“And me?” I asked. “Would she go through with giving me the land and title I was promised?”

“I’ve no doubt that she would try.”

Her jaw tightened ever so slightly, I could tell that thinking about this eventuality made her nervous. Some of that was surely due to the political fallout, but I wondered how much of it would fall upon her, the woman who had made the incorrect reading in the first place.

“But as I said, there’s no reason to worry,” Vinarys continued. “The much more likely scenario is that it will take time for the others to accept what you are. But eventually, they will have no choice but to come around.”

I looked down at my hands. “Does it worry you at all that I’ve never changed into anything? That I can’t breathe fire or lightning?”

“The powers of some Wyrm Lords remain dormant for many years. But there are techniques to help advance the process.”

“I’ll have to take your word for it,” I murmured.

“You should get used to that. It’s what spiritual advisors are for.”

Vinarys smiled, then placed her hand on my bare chest. Her gaze seemed to get lost as she examined me.

“Something wrong?” I asked. “Find a scale I missed somewhere?”

“No,” she said, her green eyes wide. “It’s just that I never realized humans could get this…large.”

I snorted. “I’ve been called ‘orcblood’ once or twice. Usually right before I knock someone’s teeth out.”

I wasn’t sure Vinarys even heard me. Her eyes seemed completely lost as her fingertips traced over my muscles. I didn’t mind in the least. Her touch felt good, and only a fool would complain about a beautiful highborn elf fawning over their appearance.

“I just hope we can handle you,” she whispered.

Both my eyebrows lifted. “We?”

“Yes. As Princess Kyriel’s servants, it will be our duty to—” She stopped herself when there was a soft knock at the door. “Ah, there she is. Come in, darling!”

Liawen, the cute faeyn attendant who’d helped bathe me earlier, entered the room. In her right hand, she was carrying a silver tray with an empty glass and a small basket filled with a variety of colorful berries and melons. In her left, she was holding a bottle of wine.

“You’ve already met Liawen,” Vinarys said.

“Yes,” I replied, nodding. The faeyn girl smiled pleasantly as she glided across the floor on her bare feet. She set the tray down on the short table next to the huge bed.

“We’ll have to fetch you some new clothes, too, though I’m afraid the tailors will need to make some significant adjustments before anything will fit,” Vinarys said, dragging her hand over my chest muscles again as if to make a point. “I’m afraid you’ll rip apart anything in the closet.”

“Should I go to the tailors now, priestess?” Liawen asked as she set down the tray.

“Oh, it’s far too late an hour for that, darling, we’ll handle it in the morning. Right now, it’s time for the two of you to be reintroduced.”

With an obedient nod, the servant girl moved over to us. Her olive skirt and thin bandeau were the same as before, but she was now wearing additional jewelry, including golden filigrees on both wrists and a pair of earrings with brownish-red gemstones that matched her long chestnut hair. She may have also been wearing a touch more eye shadow and blush.

“You met Liawen before,” Vinarys said. “She has also served Princess Kyriel for many years.”

“My lord,” the faeyn girl said, dropping to her knees in front of me. “It is a great honor to kneel before a dragon.”

“You, uh, you really don’t need to do that,” I assured her. “Or address me that way. The name is Sol.”

Liawen’s brow furrowed in confusion. “But you are a dragon, my lord. You must always be shown the proper respect.”

I hesitated, unsure of how to react. She had been kind and polite with me earlier in the bath, but the look in her brown eyes was completely different now. She wasn’t looking at me as if I were a new house scion.

She was looking at me as if I were a god.

“He’ll get used to it, darling, don’t worry,” Vinarys said with a chuckle. The priestess’s right hand remained pressed against my chest, as if she couldn’t bring herself to remove it. “As you likely know, there hasn’t been a male Wyrm Lord in Lostrien since Lord Bastrel’s death twenty years ago. And there hadn’t been one living here in the palace for many years before that.”

I nodded idly. I was no scholar, but I did remember the banners and murals I’d seen on the way into the palace. House Valostri had produced many dragons over the millennia, most of them female, but the male names had grown even rarer over time.

“Nevertheless, Imperial tradition in this matter is quite clear,” Vinarys said. “Male dragons are to be provided with a concubine—a larnís—the moment they come of age.”

I blinked at her in surprise, then looked down at Liawen. “A concubine?”

“Yes,” the priestess said, snickering. “Your reward may be a little overdue, but it is your right nonetheless.”

“I am ready and eager to serve you, my lord,” Liawen said. “My body is yours.”

My mouth fell open. My first assumption was that this was some kind of elven trick, a “prank-the-stupid-human” game to make me feel foolish. The fact that Vinarys was clearly amused seemed to confirm my theory, but Liawen looked completely serious. Her brown eyes were locked upon me, as if waiting obediently for my next command.

“That certainly got his attention,” Vinarys teased as she gestured at the rapidly expanding bulge beneath my loincloth.

“I…I don’t understand,” I said, swallowing and shuffling awkwardly to try and conceal my spontaneous and uncontrollable arousal. “What’s the meaning of this?”

“As she said, dragons must always be shown the proper respect. Your kind are also notorious for their ravenous…appetites.”

The priestess chuckled at the look I gave her, then continued.

“A dragon’s concubine has many duties. Liawen will be responsible for attending to your physical needs, of course, but she will also instruct in the ways of etiquette and protocol. There is a great deal you need to learn in a short period of time.”

“So it would seem,” I murmured as I looked down at Liawen. Were they seriously giving this incredibly beautiful wood elf girl to me? Just like that?

“Regrettably, she can’t begin her duties quite yet,” Vinarys said, patting my bicep. “Not until the Blood Mother has made everything official. But don’t worry, the artificers will have her fitted for a collar before then.”

“Collar?” I asked, my eyes still drinking in the girl’s figure.

“Yes, to shield her womb from your dragon seed. That way, you can spill inside her as often as you wish.”

I stared blankly at her, wondering yet again if she was teasing me. But even though Vinarys was still snickering, she seemed amused rather than deceptive.

“It will also clearly mark her as your servant in the palace,” Vinarys added. “But we can go over the details tomorrow. What’s important is that Lia is a wonderful girl who will take excellent care of you.”

My mouth had dried out from hanging open so much, but I finally forced myself to swallow. “I don’t understand. A few hours ago, no one wanted me in the palace. Now you’re giving me a room and a concubine?”

The priestess’s hand had drifted across my chest onto my arm, and she gave my bicep a reassuring squeeze. “I can only imagine how much your head must be spinning. But believe me, that’s true of everyone in the palace right now. I was expecting to give Lia here to one of the other house scions tonight, not a dustborn dragon.”

“I have been looking forward to this for many years, my lord,” Liawen said, still on her knees. “It is a great honor to serve as concubine to Princess Kyriel’s first consort.”

I swallowed again, thinking back to what she had told me in the bathing chamber. “But that isn’t actually going to happen, right?” I asked, glancing between the two women. “The princess is an elf. I’m a human.”

“You are a dragon,” Vinarys corrected. “Once the Blood Mother confirms your identity, there will be no more debate. Human or not, you carry Lahara’s gift, and it is your duty to share it with the princess.”

I pushed my tongue into the back of my teeth. “And how does the princess feel about this?”

“She is…conflicted,” Vinarys replied carefully.

“Conflicted or angry? Because from what I overheard of your conversation with the Dragon Father, he seemed pretty furious about the whole thing.”

Vinarys’s cheek twitched. Elves often liked to mock humans for being blind and deaf, so she clearly hadn’t realized that I’d been able to hear them.

“Go on and retire for the night, dear,” she said to Liawen. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

The girl glanced between us, seeming disappointed by her abrupt dismissal. But she nodded obediently nonetheless.

“Yes, Priestess.”

She looked up at me one last time, a warm and eager smile on her face, before she gracefully returned to her feet and glided out of the room as swiftly and silently as she had arrived.

“As I told you before, it will take time for the others to come around,” Vinarys said once we were alone. “But in the end, there is no denying your power—or Lostrien’s need for it.”

The priestess took a deep breath, and her fingertips traced back up my bicep until they returned to my chest.

“The Blood Drought has greatly weakened the Empire, far more than is commonly known,” she said, her voice turning grave. “Fewer and fewer dragons have been born each generation, and Lostrien has suffered more than most. House Valostri has never been weaker, and Lostrien has never been more vulnerable. Particularly with the ongoing vatari shortage and the tensions along the southern border.”

I frowned. “But dragons live a long time—surely many of the Sovereign’s ancestors are still alive. Why don’t they just return to Lostrien to help?”

“The Sovereign’s mother now serves on the Council of Wyrms in Lomir Drakath, as do several of her other ancestors. Their duty is now to the Empire as a whole. By tradition, they are bound to their new lives, not their old ones.”

I didn’t understand that reasoning, but the politics of the dragons had always seemed even stranger to me than the politics of elves as a whole. I had no idea why Sovereigns only served for a century at a time, nor did I understand why they all flew off to the volcanic province of Lomir Drakath afterward. Perhaps there was a good reason…or perhaps it was simply a tradition that no one was willing to question. Given my experiences with the Avetharri, the second seemed far more likely.

“Princess Kyriel is the Sovereign’s only dragon heir,” Vinarys added. “The longer she goes without conceiving an heir of her own, the weaker House Valostri looks to the rest of the province and to the Empire. All the other contenders in the Tasting were worthy males with strong noble ancestries, but none of them have the blood. You alone can guarantee the princess a dragon heir. More than one, in fact—Lostrien has not had a Sovereign with a fellow dragon consort in over five centuries. With your seed, you could single-handedly restore Lostrien and House Valostri to glory.”

“You’re drawing a lot of conclusions from one little taste out of a chalice,” I said.

“Perhaps. But the Vaz Gorati Sisterhood has been responsible for ensuring the sanctity of Lahara’s bloodline for many thousands of years. Once my reading is confirmed, there will be no further debate.”

Her smile returned, and she used her free hand to push the long locks of her red hair behind her pointed ears. “Still, I suppose there’s no reason not to be absolutely certain I didn’t make a mistake. It would be a shame for the Blood Mother to come all this way for nothing.” Her green eyes sparkling. “If you don’t mind, I would like to perform another reading on my own before we all retire for the evening.”

Both of my eyebrows lifted. “I see. Do you want blood this time?”

“That is an option,” Vinarys said demurely. “But if it’s all the same to you, my lord, I would prefer to sample the alternative.”

Her husky voice had turned downright sultry, and the sly smile she so often wore had turned downright lascivious. While Liawen had looked at me as if I were a god, Vinarys was eyeing me as if I were a piece of meat.

Perhaps I should have been insulted. Perhaps I should have told her to stop touching me. But when a beautiful elven mystic was practically begging to suck your cock, it seemed foolish to take offense…

And impossible to say no.

“I don’t see any ritual chalices around here,” I said, casting a quick glance about the room. “Maybe one of the wine glasses?”

I didn’t think it was possible, but Vinarys’s eyes grew even hungrier as she shook her head. “That won’t be necessary. I will take the full sample myself to ensure its accuracy.”

Slowly, deliberately, the priestess squatted on her heels in front of me. Her hand raked down my chest as she moved, and it didn’t stop until it reached my loincloth. The bulge of my cock was unmistakable now, but she kept her eyes fastened tightly upon mine as she pulled the drawstring and allowed the loose fabric to fall to the floor.

My manhood snapped to attention so quickly it nearly smacked her in the face. She gasped in surprise, then finally lowered her eyes to examine the swollen stem dangling in front of her lips.

“It’s one thing to behold draconic might from a distance,” she said. “It’s quite another to see it up close.”

I moaned softly when the fingers of her left hand cradled my shaft, then again when the fingers of her right began to gently massage my scrotum. Her movements were slow and delicate but excruciatingly precise. The way she gingerly rolled my testicles between her thumb and forefinger was meant to tease, not torment, and she learned forward and brought her lips close.

“Male dragons are famous for their endurance, so I’ve no doubt that you can provide me with a sufficient sample,” Vinarys said, her hot breath tickling the tiny hairs on my scrotum. “Still, I see no reason to take chances.”

I felt a ripple in the Aether, followed by a rush of energy as she channeled her Vaz Gorati power through me. I had been healed by their restorative blood magic before, but I had never felt this invigorated afterward. I suddenly felt like I hadn’t spilled in weeks…

Parting her lips, Vinarys sucked my right testicle into her mouth and lathered it with her tongue. At the same time, she began carefully stroking my shaft. It felt amazing, but watching her work was almost as satisfying. Thanks to the mask I’d been forced to wear in the Tasting, I had never actually seen the acolyte who had skillfully tugged me to climax in the ritual goblet. It was a shame, because there was something truly special about the sight of a beautiful elf woman worshiping your cock as if it was a sacred relic.

For someone who claimed to want a sample of my seed, though, Vinarys didn’t seem to be in any hurry to extract it. Not that I was complaining.

“It’s like a fount of Lahara’s power,” Vinarys breathed, her tongue sliding from my testicles up my shaft. “Teeming with energy and eager to burst.”

She kissed the swollen tip, then glanced up at me again and smiled. “But hopefully not too eager…”

With a salacious smile, she once again parted her lips, this time to engulf the entire tip. The warm, inviting wetness of her mouth sent a delighted shiver through me, and my hand reflexively settled on the back of her head before I stopped myself. Vinarys ran her tongue over the tip, then abruptly leaned back.

“It’s all right,” she soothed. “You’re a dragon, remember?”

I grunted softly between my rapidly shortening breaths. “I thought the point of this was to be sure that’s what I am.”

“I’m sure enough.” Her eyes twinkled, and she opened her mouth wider. “Guide me as you will, my lord. I live to serve the blood.”

My cock twitched in anticipation as my hand settled on her hair again. I pulled gently until the tip reentered her mouth, then fed her another few inches before I pulled back to give her a temporary respite. But she pushed forward on her own immediately afterward, apparently eager to see just how much she could take.

It was a genuinely surreal experience watching my thick member slide between the lips of a highborn elven woman. Even the few lowborn ones I’d been with had never been willing to get on their knees for me. Quite the opposite, in fact—most would lift their delicate skirts and insist that I kneel and pleasure with my lips and tongue. After I proved I could make them spend, they would sometimes let me ravage their tight cunts with my manhood, though precious few ever allowed me to spill. They didn’t want dustborn seed anywhere near them.

Vinarys here was the exact opposite. I had never been with a woman who was so determined to get her prize. And it wouldn’t be long before she got what she wanted.

“Gods,” I breathed, churning my hips while I held her head in place. I was far too large for her delicate elven throat to handle my entire length, at least not without considerable practice and preparation, but Vinarys was doing her best. Her hands had settled on my thighs, and her nails squeezed into my flesh for purchase as she began frantically bobbing up and down. It had taken a while, but she seemed to finally want the sample she had come for…

And I gave it to her, one explosive spurt at a time.

I got a firm grip on her hair as I spent, holding her in place while I flooded her waiting mouth. Her Vaz Gorati magic had definitely recharged me, because I unloaded five volleys before I was spent.

Vinarys’s mouth didn’t have as much room as the ritual chalice, it turned out. Two white lines were trickling over her lips by the time I finished, though she promptly moved her hand from my thigh to her chin to catch the seeping droplets as if they were as precious as gold. Her eyes fluttered shut, and she tilted her head back as she performed her reading.

My legs went weak, and I braced a hand on one of the bedposts while I watched her. Once again, the rumors I’d heard about Avetharri depravity seemed like an understatement. As the spiritual advisor to the Dragon Princess, Vinarys was probably one of the most important people in Lostrien…yet here she was, squatting on her heels and gargling my seed like the dirtiest whore in Zinshasa’s Embrace. If I had told any of my friends in the Legion about this, they never would have believed me.

I’m not sure I believed me, and I was right here bearing witness to it.

“Well,” I said as I panted for breath. “Any remaining doubts?”

Still unable to speak, Vinarys slowly shook her head. I watched in fascination as her tongue moved beneath her cheeks. Vaz Gorati magic was truly something to behold…

At least half a minute passed before she finally swallowed and reopened her eyes. She looked up at me, her tongue dragging over her lips as they lifted into a smile.

“None whatsoever,” she said. “You carry Lahara’s gift, and I am honored you were willing to share it with me.”

I grunted, then offered her a hand. “Any time.”

Vinarys made a visible effort to recompose herself once she was back on her feet, though her hand found its way to my bare chest again.

“There’s no reason at all to involve the Blood Mother, but her reading is the only one the scions will believe.” she said. “Still, I’ve no doubt that she will appreciate my thoroughness in this matter.”

“I hope so,” I said. “I certainly do.”

Her green eyes twinkled. “I will inform the princess that the first reading was no fluke. In the meantime, my lord, you should consider getting some rest. Tomorrow will be a very busy day.”

Today was a busy day, I thought to myself. It felt like it had been a week since my victory in the Parthanex. Yet somehow, that had only been this morning.

“Thank you again, my lord,” Vinarys said. “That was most…illuminating.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “It sure was.”


Interlude: Destiny
Kyriel


“This is outrageous,” Lord Haberian Windsong snarled, his face scrunched and his cheeks beet red. “Absolutely outrageous! My son has followed all the proper rites and procedures. He has served the Skywatch loyally for two decades, and the Vaz Gorati have confirmed that he has a strong sorcerous legacy.”

“But not a draconic one.”

The voice was calm and cool, as the Sovereign’s so often was, though Kyriel could hear the faintest trace of frost around the edges. Her mother didn’t tolerate insolence for long.

“I would remind Her Majesty that her own consort did not have a draconic legacy,” Lord Windsong said. “Neither did her father, nor her mother’s father before that. In the age of the Drought, we must make do with what we have.”

“What we have is a dragon. And his power cannot be ignored.”

Haberian fumed silently, though Kyriel kept expecting him to explode and storm away at any moment. Kyriel herself was currently crouched behind the statue of the Dragon Goddess Lahara in the corner of the war room, and she had channeled the energies of the Pale to further deepen the shadows around her. Though considering how angry and distracted everyone was, she might have been able to knock the statue over without anyone noticing.

Her mother was on the far side of the war table, her arms crossed as she stared out the window. The night’s moon was so bright that it made her lustrous blue gown seem almost white whenever the scales caught the light. Haberian had his hands braced on the table as if he wanted to smash it in half, while Dragon Father Malion stood quietly several yards away.

“You would rather befoul your daughter with dustborn blood than reward one of your most loyal subjects?” Haberian asked. “Is that what you are saying?”

“Imperial law is quite clear on this matter,” the Sovereign said as she slowly turned back around to face him. “As is Lostrien tradition. The Tasting was once exclusive to dragon scions, but we have not had that privilege for many generations now. We cannot afford to pass up this opportunity.”

“We must—”

“If the human fails,” the Sovereign interrupted, “your son will naturally be considered for her second mating.”

“Second?” Haberian scoffed. “That is what you offer my son after so many years of service?”

“Would you prefer he be considered third?”

For a moment, Lord Windsong seemed as if he were going to reach for the ceremonial sword at his belt. “My house will not tolerate this outrage. Neither will Featherfall or Lethowyn or any of the others. We will—”

“The First Mating need not be decided today,” Malion interrupted with a raised hand and a deep voice. “Passions are high. Tempers burn hot. Yet there is nothing so pressing that we cannot spend the time to deliberate. We are Avetharri, not morshir. Let us act with patience rather than haste.”

Both Haberian and Kyriel’s mother turned to give the Dragon Father a surprised and annoyed look. But he ignored them and continued.

“The Blood Mother will set out in the morning,” he added calmly. “At the very least, we should wait for her confirmation. Afterward, we can further deliberate the results.”

“Perhaps that would be best,” the Sovereign said, forcing a smile. Even if Kyriel hadn’t been able to see her mother’s face, she would have known she was incensed at her father. She hid it well in public, but the fire would start once they were alone.

Haberian Windsong didn’t respond. He simply threw another baleful glare at both of them, then stormed out of the room. A cold silence lingered in his wake.

“I appreciate your eagerness to support me,” Alessara said. Her words may as well have been daggers. “It’s always so comforting.”

“There’s no reasoning with him when he’s in a foul mood,” Malion replied. “And little point in making such a critical decision without ample deliberation.”

“In other words, you agree with him,” the Sovereign said as she took her seat at the table. “Don’t you?”

Malion didn’t reply immediately. Yet there was little suspense, because her mother—and Kyriel herself—already knew the answer.

“To be blunt, yes,” he said. “Dragon or not, our daughter deserves better than a dustborn. And the Great Houses deserve more than a cold shoulder for their service.”

“Their sons may give our daughter a dragon,” Alessara said. “But the human will give her one. In a different era, I may have been willing to take that risk. But not anymore. Not with the fate of our house on the line.”

“The risk is war. And that concerns me far more than her not birthing a dragon in her First Mating.”

Malion sighed, then moved closer and leaned across the war table. “Only a small handful of people know what happened here tonight, and I’ve no doubt that we could convince Vinarys to recant her reading. We wouldn’t even need to bother with the Blood Mother. This irregularity can still be swept away.”

“And then what?” Alessara asked. “The human’s blood isn’t magically going to change. We can’t just send him back to the Legion and pretend nothing has happened.”

“He will need to disappear, obviously,” Malion said matter-of-factly. “Quietly, if at all possible. There’s still a way we could—”

“Get out,” the Sovereign said, her voice the distant thunder of a coming storm.

Malion visibly flinched, and for a few heartbeats, Kyriel wondered if he might actually challenge her mother. But he was good about picking and choosing his battles, and he must have realized that this wasn’t a fight he could win.

He left quickly and quietly, and Alessara closed her eyes and pushed her fingers into her temples. She had often said that isolation was the curse of authority. The shadows themselves seemed to be gathering around her as if preparing for an assault.

“You might as well show yourself.”

A lump formed in Kyriel’s throat. There was no one else in the chamber, so her mother must have been speaking to her. But how in the bloody void had she known?

“Few of us are as clever as we believe,” Alessara said, as if reading her mind. “Dragons least of all.”

Kyriel tried her best to swallow the lump, then emerged from behind the statue. She was still wearing her blue dress from the party, but she’d taken off her heels so she could sneak around. The stone was remarkably cold on her bare feet.

“Well?” Alessara asked.

Kyriel shook her head. “Well what?”

“You heard everything. What’s your response?”

“I…” Kyriel clenched her hands into fists. “I think this must be a mistake.”

“So you agree with your father?”

“Humans cannot be dragons. It’s common knowledge.”

“Common knowledge has a way of becoming truth even when it has no basis in fact,” Alessara replied mildly. “Just because something has never happened before doesn’t mean that it never will.”

“But it doesn’t make any sense,” Kyriel insisted. “Why would Lahara share the blood with a dustborn?”

“The Dragon Goddess and her children have been gone for a long time. Perhaps they aren’t as influential as we like to think.” Her mother took a deep breath, then shrugged. “But there are other explanations. For all we know, one of his ancestors could have mated with one of our kind. The blood could have been there, dormant for generations.”

“There’s never been a mixed-blood dustborn dragon, either!”

“According to the Vaz Gorati. But they’ve been wrong before.”

Her mother finally stood and approached her. Without her mask—and from the right angle—Kyriel could swear she was looking at her own reflection.

“Vinarys tasted him, and she agreed with the acolytes,” Alessara said. “You tasted him as well, apparently. Could you not sense his power?”

Kyriel’s stomach tightened. Of course she had sensed it. Even now, hours later, she could still feel the tingle of his power in her vatari tattoos. All from a single drop of the human’s seed.

“I…he clearly has great power,” she managed. “But that doesn’t mean he’s a dragon. He could simply be a powerful sorcerer.”

“You may not be Vaz Gorati, but the vatari tattooed into your flesh is as sensitive to the blood as they are. Could you not discern the difference?”

Kyriel swallowed. “I don’t know. I have nothing to compare it to.”

“Then we shall change that,” Alessara said. “Give me your arm.”

“My arm? But—”

“Give it to me.”

Kyriel slowly stretched out her tattooed arm. They had finally faded after being teased, leaving her pale arm smooth and unblemished. She didn’t know what her mother intended until Alessara reached into her braided hair and removed one of the thin needles holding it together. She pricked her own arm enough to draw blood, then held out her wrist and let a drop fall onto her daughter’s flesh.

It only took a moment for the glowing blue runes to reappear, and Kyriel inhaled sharply as a euphoric ripple washed over her. It was every bit as intense as when she’d tasted the human’s seed, but the sensation wasn’t quite the same, almost like the same note being played by a different instrument. Perhaps it was because she and her mother shared the same blood…or perhaps it was because he was male.

But whatever the case, Kyriel now had her point of comparison. And there was no way she could lie to anyone, least of all herself, any longer.

“I believe we have our answer,” Alessara said, stepping away. “Don’t we?”

Kyriel stared down at her glowing tattoos. “But how is this possible, mother? I don’t understand!”

“The world is changing, whether we wish it to or not. If our family is going to survive, we need to be willing to change with it.”

Alessara returned to her seat beside the war table, and her eyes narrowed at the detailed map of Varellon resting upon it.

“When the Blood Mother performs her reading, she’ll likely wish to send word to the other provinces, perhaps even to the Blood Matriarch in Lomir Drakath. I wouldn’t put it past her to try to get the Council of Wyrms to intervene.”

“This is madness,” Kyriel breathed. “Even if he is a dragon, no one will accept what he is!”

“Not at first. Maybe not at all, in some cases. But the Avethian Empire was founded on the truth of blood and seed. Even the Vaz Gorati won’t be able to bury this forever.”

Alessara paused, then sighed heavily. “But someone might very well try to bury him. And us along with him.”

“You really believe that Windsong would go to war over this?” Kyriel asked.

“I believe that many things are now possible which weren’t a few hours earlier.” Her mother’s face hardened. “Regardless, the human is in great danger. He will need to be isolated and protected at all times. And under no circumstances is he to leave the palace. Not now, not until…well, not until we have seen more of the pieces move into place.”

Kyriel drifted toward the table. The stone beneath her feet seemed to be getting colder by the moment.

“What if he isn’t cooperative?” she asked.

“I doubt that will be a problem, at least not for a few days,” Alessara said. “Ideally, we would give him Liawen now and let her occupy his attention, but the other scions wouldn’t appreciate having her spoiled before there’s an official declaration.”

Kyriel winced. “You want to give him Liawen?”

“If he is a male dragon, then he has the right to a concubine.”

“Then give him another one!”

“Who? A girl we don’t know? A girl we can’t trust?” Alessara shook her head. “No, I think not. Lia is loyal.”

Kyriel felt sick. She had never liked the idea of giving Liawen away to a house scion, but at least those men would have been elves. The thought of that human touching her quarnís with his huge hands…it made her tremble.

But is it from rage…or jealousy?

Kyriel’s cheeks flushed at the idle thought. She had no idea where it had come from, but the fact she’d had it at all was disgusting.

“Lia has been waiting for this her whole life,” Alessara said, a rare warmth in her normally preternaturally cool voice. “And she’ll soon have the chance to serve a dragon, not merely a sorcerer. There is no greater honor for a quarnís.”

“This means you’re going to want me to mate with him, aren’t you?” Kyriel asked hoarsely. “To let a human touch me.”

“Not until we know for certain. And not until we’ve carefully considered all possibilities.”

“What’s to consider? He’s a dragon, and I’m a dragon. It’s my duty to save House Valostri, and this is the only way to guarantee that.”

Alessara studied her in silence for a long moment. “I’m glad you understand that. When the time comes, I’ve no doubt that you will do what is best for our family and for Lostrien.”

Kyriel tried to swallow again, but the lump in her throat refused to budge. She turned on a heel and left the war room, and she didn’t look back.
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Kyriel had no idea what to do with herself the rest of the night. She returned to her chambers out of sheer habit, but after that she just stood there staring at herself in the full-body mirror. A few hours earlier, she had been here in this same place thinking about how good it felt to proudly be herself, regardless if that form was a dark huntress or a crown princess. Now, she was no longer sure what she was.

Or rather, who she would become.

As she reached up to touch her cheek, she noticed that the vatari tattoos on her arm were still visible. Her mother was right—they didn’t need to wait for the Vaz Gorati to confirm what her markings had already told them. The moment that human’s seed had touched her tongue, Kyriel had known the truth. The last few hours had been nothing more than an exercise in convincing herself to accept it.

A small part of her regretted not getting a larger sample from him, if only to sate her curiosity about how her tattoos would react to such power. Just thinking about it made her entire arm tingle as if it were a hungry stomach teased by an appetizer but denied the main course. Since he was only a few rooms away in the palace, it would be a trivial matter to summon one of the Vaz Gorati acolytes and order the girl to extract another sample.

Or I could do it myself.

Kyriel banished the intrusive thought as quickly as it had appeared. Dragon Princesses did not get on their knees, even for another dragon. Such unseemly tasks were the province of concubines and whores. If she was ultimately forced to mate with this human, he would be the one tasked to pleasure her.

And yet…

Shaking her head in disgust—mostly at herself for even considering such lewd behavior—she slipped out of her dress and glided over to her private bath. A single tap of the rune on the wall called for water, and the magic heated the liquid as it flowed through the pipes in the wall. Kyriel sank into the tub once it was half full, hoping that the heat would soothe her mind as well as her body.

It didn’t do either. Her tattoos continued tingling faintly, and her thoughts kept flicking between the current crisis of the court and the coming crisis in the mountains. All this posturing and talk about her First Mating would be irrelevant—or at least premature—if the Tirzak were amassing their forces in the Garothi Peaks like she feared. Without House Bastrel to protect the mountains and the Blackwood Vale, the mantis men had been given decades without any serious opposition. And if they did have the ability to channel light magic somehow like she feared…

“We’re in trouble now, aren’t we, boy?” Kyriel asked into the void. “Any bright ideas on how to get out of it?”

Duatha appeared at the side of the pool. He didn’t answer the question, but the glowing eyes of his green spectral body fastened upon her nonetheless.

“I’ll take that as a no,” she said. “And here I thought you were supposed to be clever.”

The panther peered down into the tub and stretched out his neck as if he were going to take a drink, but his tongue flicked out to lick her toes instead. He may not have had a physical form, but somehow the kiss of energy still tickled like crazy. She yelped and pulled her feet back into the water.

“Okay, okay, you’re still a clever boy!” Kyriel assured him. “No need to get upset.”

Duatha looked into the water again, as if deciding whether to give chase. But he eventually lost interest and sprawled out along the edge of the pool instead. She was tempted to shift into the Pale where she could scratch his chin and hear him purr, but it wasn’t a good idea to cross over unless she had a very good reason. There was always a chance that demons were waiting for her on the other side…

And that she might not be able to shift back.

Kyriel lost track of time while she soaked, but heard a soft, rhythmic knock at her door shortly after she reheated the water. Vinarys must have finished with her Vaz Gorati business and come to chat. Duatha immediately moved over to the door, his tail swishing with great interest.

“Come in,” Kyriel called out as she stood and reached for a towel. Vin entered a heartbeat later, the heels of her boots announcing each of her excited footsteps.

“I take it that the meeting with your mother was as exhausting as usual,” she said with a smile as she leaned down and conjured a spark of magic for Duatha. “Lord Windsong must have been furious.”

“He was, and I’m sure he still is. All of them are. Their sons were humiliated by a dustborn.”

“It’s hard to feel sorry for them. Maybe it’s a good thing to spoil their entitlement from time to time.”

“Not if it leads to war,” Kyriel said as she quickly dried off then threw on her silver nightgown. “They feel like my mother spit in their faces. So does my father.”

“The Blood Mother will have to remind them that the Sovereign doesn’t make Imperial law,” Vin said, letting the spectral panther taste her magic for another few seconds before she withdrew her hand. “You’re both dragons. If we’d known that ahead of time, we wouldn’t have needed to host a Tasting. There’s never been a more clear-cut choice for a First Mating.”

“Do you honestly believe the Blood Mother will think the same way? She’s very old and very…traditional.”

“I’m more worried that his blood is so strong it will give the poor woman a heart attack,” Vin replied dryly. “If anything, it’s more potent than I thought.”

Kyriel turned and frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I, um…I tested him again a few minutes ago.”

“You did what?”

“I even extracted it myself to be sure.” Vinarys smiled lecherously. “It’s potent, darling. Very potent.”

Kyriel’s mouth fell open. “You got on your knees before a human?”

“It was the quickest way,” Vin said with a shrug. “Would it have really mattered if I put him on the bed first?”

Kyriel’s mouth fell open. Vinarys was often a tease and trickster, so the princess’s first inclination was to believe this was all a joke. But no, Vin was serious—she had visited the human and swallowed even more of his seed.

“I wanted to be absolutely sure before we summoned the Blood Mother,” Vinarys said, her brow creasing. “I didn’t think you’d be upset.”

“I’m not upset,” Kyriel insisted. “I’m just…confused.”

She closed her eyes and forced herself to take a steadying breath. She knew she shouldn’t have been angry—as a Vaz Gorati, Vinarys had every right to perform another reading. She served Lahara’s dragon blood, and it was her duty to ensure it was passed on to a new generation.

The problem, again, was that for some reason, Kyriel felt jealous. There was no point in trying to deny it. She was upset that she hadn’t been there to help.

Not from her knees, obviously—that was out of the question. But if she had been there when he’d released, she could have experimented with a bigger sample…

“How long ago did you test him?” Kyriel asked.

Vinarys gave her an odd look. “I don’t know exactly. I didn’t wait around afterward. I needed to, um…relieve some pressure.”

Kyriel raised both of her eyebrows. “Gods, you really are shameless.”

“What?” Vin asked innocently. “I told you, it was very potent. Anyway, it couldn’t have been more than twenty minutes ago.”

“Hm. Then hold still.”

Kyriel strode over to Vinarys, then slid her arm around the other woman’s slender waist and pulled their bodies closer together.

“What is this?” the priestess asked.

“Give me a kiss,” Kyriel said.

Vinarys snickered. “Really? It’s been awhile since you wanted to play with me instead of Lia. I’ve almost—mmph!”

She yelped in surprise when Kyriel brought their mouths together. Vin’s lips were as wet and soft and welcoming as ever. And even more importantly, Kyriel could still sense the buzz of the human’s power lingering upon them like she’d hoped. But to get more, she would have to press deeper…

It only took the faintest encouragement for Vin to part her lips, and their tongues were soon swirling together like when they’d been young girls learning how to kiss. But this wasn’t about practice—it was about power. And despite how long it had been since Vinarys had swallowed the human’s seed, the echo of his draconic might was still lingering on her tongue.

“Ooh!” Kyriel moaned uncontrollably when the spark of energy surged through her. The tingling sensation rippled across every inch of her skin, from her lips all the way down to her quim. She pulled Vinarys closer, trying to gather every last spark of the human’s power…

She held their mouths together for at least a minute before she finally pulled away. Her chambers were much brighter than before, all because the blue tattoos on her right arm had started glowing again.

“Gods,” Vinarys breathed. “I’d forgotten how good of a kisser you are.”

Kyriel didn’t reply. She just stood there looking down at her glowing markings and breathing heavily.

“Do you want me to help put you to bed?” Vinarys asked. “How long do you think it’s been since a Vaz Gorati priestess got two dragons off in one night?”

Kyriel slowly shook her head. “No, but I need you to do something else for me. Something important.”

“Anything, darling, you know that.”

“Good,” Kyriel whispered as she dragged the tip of her finger along her glowing markings. “Because the fate of Lostrien might depend on it.”


5
Anointment


Despite my long, exhausting, and utterly confusing day, I still had trouble falling asleep that night. Part of it was simply the unfamiliar setting—the plush bed and lavish sheets were almost too comfortable. Mostly, though, I couldn’t stop thinking about everything that had happened in such a short period of time. This morning, I’d been the champion of the Midsummer Games. Now, as the clock approached midnight, I was apparently a dragon scion and the destined mate of Princess Kyriel, a woman I had never met.

Except based on the Dragon Father’s shouting match with Vinarys, not everyone was eager to accept that outcome. I was still doubtful that they would ever come around, despite the priestess’s assurances to the contrary.

All I could think about was what Arindur had told me at Tari Barad before my last fight in the Parthanex. He didn’t believe that his people would ever accept me as a mere house scion. It seemed even less likely that they’d accept me as a dragon.

A dragon…

Rolling over in the bed, I held my hand up in front of me and reached out to the Aether. Its supernatural warmth flowed through me, as soothing and powerful as ever…but it wasn’t as if I could will myself to grow scales or breathe fire. I had absolutely no idea how such a thing was possible. None of the channeling techniques I’d learned or been taught had anything to do with shapeshifting, so I didn’t even know where to begin.

Vinarys certainly believed I had the gift—the look on her face when she had performed her reading was something I’d never forget. But what if she was somehow mistaken? Would that actually cause more trouble than if she was right? All I know for certain was that there was no way this would proceed as smoothly as she seemed to think.

Though if she wanted to keep extracting samples to convince herself, I wouldn’t be offended…

The pleasant memories of her warm mouth and soft tongue eventually let me relax enough to fall asleep. I awakened not to the warmth of the sun on my face, but to the spicy scent of cooked meat. When I rolled over in bed, I saw Liawen setting a tray on the short breakfast table between two divans about ten feet away. At first, I couldn’t believe she’d gotten in here without me hearing her—I had trained myself to be a light sleeper. Though with her bare feet and natural faeyn grace, she moved as silently as a shadow.

“May Lahara bless your morning, my lord,” Liawen said, lowering her head and eyes in a bow when she noticed me looking at her. “Would you prefer to eat in bed?”

“Uh…no,” I managed, clearing my throat to rid myself of my morning hoarseness. “You really didn’t need to go to all this trouble.”

Her smooth brow furrowed slightly. “It is no trouble at all, my lord. You are a dragon—it is my duty to sate all your appetites, be they for food or for flesh.”

I grunted softly, but her expression was deadly serious. I still had many questions to ask her about this arrangement, but the scent of the meat was making my mouth water. I pushed off my blankets, slid out of the bed, and made my way over to the table.

There was more sausage on the platter than I ate in a week in the Blue Legion, and when combined with the fresh bread, potatoes, and eggs, this was more of a feast than a breakfast. I must have been staring at it for a while, because Lia suddenly looked nervous.

“Is everything prepared to your liking, my lord?” she asked. “If not, I can bring you anything you—”

“It’s perfect,” I assured her. “Thank you.”

I finally took a seat, then snatched up a link of sausage. The meat practically melted in my mouth, and the strange spices made my tongue tingle in excitement. In the back of my mind, I could hear Arindur warning me about the Great Houses trying to poison me, but I refused to ruin such a fine meal with paranoia whether it was justified or not.

“This is incredible,” I said, reaching for another. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised that the palace has the best cooks in Lostrien.”

“It does,” Liawen said. “But, um…”

When I looked up at her, I noticed a faint flush in her cheeks. “But…?

She swallowed. “I prepared this for you myself, my lord. If anything is not to your liking, please let me know so I can provide something else in the future.”

“Wait, you made all of this?”

“It is my duty to sate your appetites,” she repeated. “Once the Sovereign has officially given me to you, I will be happy to relieve you in the mornings while you eat. And any other time you wish.”

My manhood stiffened beneath my loincloth, and my mouthful of sausage tasted even better when my eyes drank in her beautiful elven body again. Her smooth skin, her deep brown eyes, her breasts that seemed as if they were begging to be freed from that flimsy olive bandeau…

“Well, that’s something to look forward to,” I said. “In the meantime, I can’t possibly eat all this myself. Why don’t you join me?”

Liawen blinked. “That would not be appropriate, my lord.”

“Why not? Aren’t you hungry?”

“I…I am content, my lord.”

“That’s not what I asked,” I said, frowning. “When was the last time you ate?”

Her eyes flicked to the food, then back to me. “Last night.”

“But you must have been up for hours preparing this. Aren't you famished?”

“My needs and desires are unimportant compared to yours, my lord.”

“What if my desire is to share breakfast and conversation with a beautiful woman?” I asked. “Shouldn’t you satisfy that appetite, too?”

Liawen looked at the food again, and the faintest hint of a smile appeared at the corner of her mouth. “As you wish, my lord.”

She sat down across from me, though I could tell she was struggling to actually reach for any bite of food in particular. She had only brought one plate, though since I hadn’t used it yet, I scooped a little bit of everything onto it, then offered it to her. She still hesitated for a few heartbeats—this was clearly very difficult for her. But eventually, she picked up the fork and took a bite.

Despite how hard she was trying to be reserved, she couldn’t quite hide the satisfaction on her face as she swallowed. I had seen similar looks plenty of times from hungry soldiers. The fluttering eyes, the relieved sighs, the occasional soft moan of contentment. Most cooks that I’d met sampled their own food while preparing it, but Liawen probably hadn’t out of principle. So she was hungry and she’d been forced to sit in a kitchen immersed in these sweet scents of her own creation without being able to take a bite. It must have been torture.

“Tell me about yourself,” I said as I grabbed another sausage link. “You said before that you’ve served the princess for years?”

“Yes, my lord,” Liawen replied.

“You don’t need to say that every time,” I told her. “Honestly, you don’t need to say it all. You can call me Sol.”

“That would not be appropriate, my…” She caught herself and paused. “It would not be appropriate for me to address you in such a disrespectful manner.”

“Even if I command it?”

Liawen looked back at me, confused and unsure of what to say or do.

“I’m not going to order you to do anything,” I said. “But you really don’t need to call me ‘lord’ constantly, all right?”

“I understand.”

“Good.” I looked at her expectantly, waiting for her to take another bite. Once she did, I continued. “Were you born here in Lostrien?”

“Yes,” she confirmed. “My family has lived in the Veldrachi Highlands for many generations.”

“Ah. And how did the princess find you?”

Liawen made sure to finish chewing before speaking. Everything about the way she ate was so delicate, so feminine, that it couldn’t have possibly been more different than my experience in the Blue Legion with a bunch of boorish, mostly illiterate men whose primary desires were to eat and fuck as much as possible.

“My parents and siblings have served House Starmantle for many years,” she said. “When Dragon Father Malion was chosen to become Sovereign Alessara’s consort, I was pledged to serve his first child.”

“I see,” I murmured, frowning. “Among humans, it’s often rude to ask a woman’s age, but…how old are you?”

“This will be my twentieth summer.”

“Same age as the princess. You were promised to her before you were even born?”

“Yes, my…yes,” Liawen caught herself again. “It is a great honor to serve House Valostri.”

“And when that service ends?”

“I shall return home.” Liawen paused for a moment. “My family has been well compensated. They have more than they need, and I will want for nothing when I start my own family.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Start your own family? With whom?”

“Whomever I choose.”

Except the man you’re sworn to serve, I thought to myself, remembering Vinarys’s comment about a magical collar. It made sense, in a bizarre sort of way. The Avetharri were so obsessed with bloodlines and “proper” breeding that they wouldn’t want their male scions to get their concubines pregnant.

I eventually managed to get Liawen to clean her plate before I finished off the rest of the food. Every bite was better than the last, and she seemed genuinely pleased by my enjoyment. She departed with the dishes not long afterward, with a promise that my entertainment for the day would soon follow. I had no idea what that would involve, but at this point I should be ready for anything.

Nevertheless, I was still surprised when my next visitor was Vinarys. She was wearing her usual crimson robe, though the black bodice beneath seemed tighter than before. That, or perhaps she’d just opened her robe enough to show off more cleavage.

“Did you rest well, my lord?” she asked. A different servant girl came in behind her, though she only lingered long enough to place a pile of folded clothing upon one of the divans. She closed the door behind her when she left.

“More or less,” I said, eyeing the clothing. The various tunics and trousers looked far too fancy for my tastes, though the loincloth they’d left me had the opposite problem. I felt like an actual barbarian from the fringes of the Empire, not a loyal soldier in the Blue Legion.

“The tailors will probably have to make more adjustments,” Vinarys said, following my gaze to the clothes. “I’ll get your exact measurements today so they can spin something more to your tastes.”

“You know, I do have my own clothes at Tari Barad. It’s not far.”

She sauntered across the room with that swaying, confident gait of hers. “I doubt they would be appropriate for a lord of the court,” she said. “And certainly not for a dragon.”

“Ah,” I said, trying not to stare too much at her cleavage. It wasn’t easy, especially with the emerald amulet twinkling between her breasts. “And here I thought the real reason was because you didn’t want me to leave the room.”

Vinarys grinned. “My lord is observant. As I told you before, Sovereign Alessara thinks it would be best for you to remain here until the Blood Mother arrives.”

“Ah. So I’m a prisoner?”

“A guest,” she corrected. “An honored one, worthy of the finest entertainment in Lostrien.”

“Besides watching me fight in the Parthanex, you mean.”

Vinarys chuckled. “Yes, it was a sight to behold. And the artificers should have captured most of it on crystal for the archives. I could fetch it later so we could watch. Not as good as the real thing, but it would be fun to watch you again.”

“I’d like that,” I said. I’d heard rumors about the capture crystals which used illusion magic to recreate historical events, but I had never actually seen one in action before. Such things were yet another luxury afforded only to Avetharri. “But you clearly had something else in mind first. A bard? A jester?”

“Even better,” Vinarys replied. Like last night, she apparently couldn’t stop herself from reaching out and placing her hand on my chest. “Me.”

I raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t know that the Vaz Gorati were performers.”

“We aren’t. Princess Kyriel is the one who can sing and dance.” Vinarys snickered as she dragged a fingertip over my chest muscles. “But there are many forms of entertainment, darling, and I thought it was as good a time as any for the anointing ritual.”

“I’m afraid I’m not familiar with that one.”

“There’s no reason you should be. We Vaz Gorati are a secretive sisterhood, after all.”

After patting me gently on the chest, she offered me her hand. I took it, and she led me across the chamber to the bathing pool on the far side. The wide stone basin was built into the floor just like in the chamber where the servants had cleaned me up before the Tasting. This one was empty at the moment, but all Vinarys had to do was touch the runes on the far wall to summon water. As it began to fill, she turned back to look me in the eye.

“Liawen said she partially explained the role of Imperial concubines to you during breakfast,” Vinarys said.

“She did,” I confirmed. “She seems like a sweet girl.”

“The sweetest. Worry not, she will serve you well.” Vinarys shrugged. “I had hoped that Lia would be given to you right away, but the Sovereign is still concerned about the reaction of the other house scions. Everyone knows that Liawen is pledged to Kyriel’s first, and the Sovereign doesn’t want to make any moves that could be interpreted as…definitive.”

“In other words, if you’re wrong about what I am, they’d be especially upset to find out that their concubine spent several days with a human.”

“Yes,” Vinarys said. “The consort is meant to be the first to have Lia as well as the first to have the princess. That is part of why the First Mating is so coveted.”

I nodded in understanding. “I assume the process isn’t usually this…fractious.”

“It didn’t used to be, and it wouldn’t be now if not for the Drought. Princess Kyriel would much prefer the old tradition of male candidates spending decades upon decades trying to impress her. There was a time when dragons would fall in love naturally.”

Vinarys seemed wistful for a moment, but then she flicked her wrist. “But there is little point in dwelling on the past. You will have your concubine, but you also need a Dragon Priestess.”

I gave her a confused look. “And what are her duties, exactly?”

“To provide a proper accounting of her dragon’s deeds for the sisterhood’s archives in Lomir Drakath. And if their dragon is fortunate enough to become Sovereign, the task of his priestess becomes even more important. She must spread word of the dragon’s wisdom and governing philosophy across the province.”

“I see,” I commented, watching steam rise from the water and wondering how the enchantments in the pipes worked. I’d never had an affinity for fire magic, and we didn’t get hot baths very often in the Legion.

“Since Lostrien had only ever been ruled by one House, the tradition doesn’t have the same strength here,” Vinarys said. “Blood Mother Sianeth hasn’t been out evangelizing for the Sovereign in many years. But you needn’t worry, my lord—I plan to change all that for you and the princess.”

She smiled and moved close enough to place her hands on my chest again. “It has been a long time since one of our Sovereigns had a male dragon consort,” she said. “But you’ll be pleased to know that the Sisterhood grants them many special privileges.”

“Is that so?” I asked, glancing down at her cleavage again.

“Oh, yes. In addition to acting as your spiritual advisor and personal historian, I will also be responsible for managing your breeding harem.”

I blinked. “My what?”

“Not until after you’ve seeded the princess, of course,” Vinarys added matter-of-factly, as if she hadn’t said anything out of the ordinary. “But once Kyriel is pregnant, you’ll be free to breed all the members of your harem as often as you like. Including me.”

My mouth slowly fell open. Was she being serious?

“There’s no guarantee that any of us will provide you with dragon children,” she continued. “but I’ve no doubt that we will all be eager to try.”

Before I could find my voice and put words to my utter shock, the pool abruptly stopped filling. Vinarys glanced at the water, then back at me.

“For now, we should begin the anointing ritual,” she said. “Let’s get you ready.”

I saw the corner of her lip twitch upward as she reached for my loincloth, and I realized she knew exactly how to tease me…or titillate me. Or maybe both. There was no possible way that a human, even a human dragon, would be given a breeding harem.

Then again…

My loincloth dropped to the floor when she tugged at the waistband, and she gave my stiffening cock a look that was every bit as hungry as the one last night. Placing her hand on my waist, she gently encouraged me to step into the pool. The water was definitely hot, but not uncomfortably so. And by the time I’d moved to the center of the pool where it was deep enough I could submerge about half my body, the heat had become incredibly comforting.

When Vinarys stayed at the edge of the pool, I tossed a curious glance back at her.

“So, what is the ritual about?” I asked. “Getting wet?”

“Darling, I’ve been soaked since last night,” she replied slyly as she opened her robe, then let it fall from her shoulders. She started to unclasp her bodice next, but stopped just before she exposed her breasts. “Do you mind?”

Grinning, I turned and looked the other way. I didn’t know what game she was playing here, but I hadn’t regretted humoring her yet.

The water was rippling too much for me to properly see her reflection, but I did enjoy the slow, sensual, and deliberate movements of her feminine silhouette as she undressed. The water in the center of the pool came all the way up to my waist, but I could feel myself stiffening beneath the waterline.

It wasn’t long before I heard the faint plomp of her entering the pool, and I felt the ripples of the water as she moved up behind me and placed her hands on my back.

“It’s difficult to explain how much this means to me,” Vinarys said, her fingers kneading my muscles with surprising strength. “To be able to serve a single dragon is a great honor. To be able to serve two of them at once…few in my order have been so blessed since the Blood Drought began.”

I closed my eyes and enjoyed the pressure of her touch. This still seemed more like a bath and a massage than an “anointing ritual,” but I wasn’t complaining.

“I’m glad you think so,” I managed. “But I did have a question for you.”

“Of course, darling.”

“Why is it that you seem much less concerned about the fact I’m human than anyone else? If anything, I would have assumed that a blood priestess would find me the most…impure.”

“The Vaz Gorati are meant to serve Lahara’s divine blood, not the vessel who carries it,” Vinarys said. “It is regrettable that so many in the sisterhood seem to have forgotten that.”

“So you’d be acting the same way if I were an orc?”

“It wouldn’t make a difference to me.”

Vinarys’s fingers made their way over my sides and around to my chest, and I felt her skin press against my back—including a pair of hard nubs that must have been her bare nipples.

“Besides, it’s not as if you could be any larger,” she teased. “I still can’t believe the gods make humans this big.”

She continued massaging my chest, her fingers tracing over every muscle and curve in a way she had clearly been waiting for since we’d met. It felt great, and it didn’t take long for one of her hands to crawl down my sides, dip beneath the waterline, and settle upon my cock.

“Vaz Gorati magic is deeply attuned to the blood we serve,” she said, her voice a sultry purr as her fingers closed around the shaft. “It can empower you…stimulate you…in ways you can’t possibly imagine.”

“Really,” I managed through an uncontrolled moan.

“Yes. You see, Liawen’s job will be to educate you and keep you satisfied. Mine will be to keep you ready.”

“Ready? For what?”

“For the princess, naturally,” Vinarys said. “No matter the day, no matter the hour, no matter how much you’ve fought or how many times you’ve spilled, my magic will ensure that you’re always able and ready to satisfy her.”

I moaned again as she began stroking me more quickly. This whole situation still felt like something out of a dream, but gods her touch was so real…

“Not that I have any doubts about your prowess,” she cooed. “I have faith in both of you. Dragons are destined to be together.”

Keeping one hand on my cock, she pushed her other into the small of my back to encourage me to take a few steps forward into the shallower section of the pool. My cock emerged from beneath the waterline as I moved, but she didn’t pause her strokes until I stopped. Then, after planting a kiss on my back, she pivoted around me until she was standing at my front.

“Just like I am destined to serve you,” she added.

My breath caught in my throat as I looked down at her naked body in all its elven glory. In that moment, I realized I might have actually underestimated how beautiful she was. Her red hair, now soaked, draped heavily over her shoulders and back, while trails of water raced down her pale, unblemished skin and over her large breasts. Surprisingly, she was still wearing her dark emerald amulet, and it sparkled with the same intensity as her piercing green eyes.

At the same time, I noticed that I had overestimated her height—without the high heels of her boots, she didn’t come up to my chin. And she quickly became even shorter when she sank to her knees in front of me.

“The anointing ritual is a bonding ceremony between priestesses and dragons where they test the limits of one another’s endurance.” Vinarys continued stroking me again now that my cock was dangling right in front of her lips. “It is meant to last a long time, weeks if necessary.”

“Weeks?” I panted, wondering if I should warn her that I was seriously starting to wonder if I’d last another minute at the rate she was pumping me.

“Oh, yes.” She smiled knowingly, and for a moment I thought she might swallow me. But she stayed still, the heat of her breath teasing my cock as she spoke. “But since you are human, we can use a shorter time frame. Say, three days?”

I smiled back. I could certainly think of worse ways to spend the time between now and the Blood Mother’s arrival.

“What exactly will we be doing that whole time?” I asked.

“You will be experiencing pleasure unlike anything you’ve imagined before.” Slowly, deliberately, Vinarys kissed the tip of my cock. “And I will be worshiping my dragon.”

I groaned as she took me into her mouth. My hand settled on the back of her head, and she began bobbing up and down my shaft as if we were picking up from where we’d left off last night. I could think of far worse fates than watching her take sample after sample of my seed…

Her lips smacked when she finally pulled back to catch her breath, and her hands began ever-so-gently fondling my testicles again.

“This sounds like a very entertaining ritual,” I said between increasingly rapid breaths. “But I’m still not sure what it has to do with anointing.”

“It’s quite simple, darling,” Vinarys said. “Vaz Gorati priestesses don’t wear collars like concubines, so I cannot allow you to spill inside me until Kyriel is pregnant.”

She dragged the tip of her tongue up the length of my shaft again, and her eyes stayed locked with mine. “Until then, I must either imbibe your sacred seed…or be anointed by it.”

A euphoric ripple shuddered through me. I had no idea if this ritual of hers was real or not, but I found it difficult to care considering she was effectively asking me to spend the next three days cumming all over her.

“Which…ngn!” I groaned when her fingers squeezed me again. “Which would you prefer?”

“Oh, there will be plenty of time for both, darling,” Vinarys purred. “Don’t you worry about that.”

She parted her lips and swallowed me whole. The moist heat of her mouth enveloped me, and she effortlessly slid up and down the shaft. Her breasts splashed at the waterline as she moved, making me wish I could squat low enough to squeeze them. But I reminded myself that I was going to have three full days to get to know them, and I intended to be on intimate terms with every part of her body by the end.

I settled both of my hands on the back of her head this time, and Vinarys seemed to have no problem at all with me taking full control of her movements. If anything, she looked even more aroused when I got a firm handhold on her wet hair. I pulled her against me harder than last night, effectively driving my cock into the back of her throat while she continued looking up at me as if this were the greatest privilege of her life.

“Oh!” I cried out. “Here comes…another…sample!”

I would have been more than content to unload everything I had straight into the back of her throat, but Vinarys abruptly pulled away from me with an audible pop. I frowned down at her, wondering if she intended to keep me on edge for her own amusement. But her fingers quickly replaced her lips, and she began vigorously pumping my shaft while aiming the tip right at her.

“Let the anointing begin,” she said, opening her mouth and sticking out her tongue.

I exploded almost instantly, splattering her lips, tongue, and nose with a thick rope of seed. Vinarys didn’t jerk away in surprise; in fact, she didn’t even flinch. She just knelt there looking up at me like an obedient little slut while I absolutely glazed her pretty highborn face.

My knees went so weak I nearly sank into the water when I finished, but Vinarys kept pumping me until I was completely drained. She was barely recognizable with the white globs dangling from her nose and running down her cheeks, but I had never seen anything as beautiful. If her sisterhood included this in their sermons, the temples of Lahara would need to be twice the size to fit all the parishioners.

“Do you feel holy yet?” I asked, gently using my cock to smear the mess over her forehead.

“No,” Vinarys whispered, shaking her head and licking her lips. “I feel positively divine.”
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Vinarys took several minutes to completely clean herself off, but she eventually shoveled every stray glob she could find from her face into her waiting mouth. It would have been easy to assume that she was performing exclusively for my benefit, but I didn’t get that impression at all. Her movements were too deliberate, too ritualistic, for this to be an act. She was a priestess of a goddess of life and fertility, after all, so this may as well have been a holy communion. And who was I to question her religion?

Her emerald amulet seemed to sparkle brighter the more she ate, but that was probably my imagination. I was so hard by the time she’d cleaned up that I didn’t need her magic to continue, but I could nevertheless feel her drawing upon the Aether when she finally returned her wet lips to my cock.

“Nai ture Lahara arwa lye envinyata,” she whispered as she curled her fingers around the thick base. “Let the Goddess’s power renew you.”

I groaned uncontrollably as a surge of energy rippled through my entire body. Just like yesterday, when she had restored me to ensure I could provide an adequate sample, I felt completely reinvigorated after only a few moments. And once I was solid again, she didn’t hesitate to take me back between her lips.

“So,” I managed, feathering my hand through her red hair as she took me all the way into her throat again. “What’s the next step in this ritual? Or do you just want me to, uh, anoint you again?”

Vinarys held me deep for several seconds before she finally pulled back and gasped for breath. “Don’t tempt me, darling,” she said, running her tongue over the tip. “If you were highborn, it would be customary for me to spend entire days sustaining myself on nothing but your seed.”

“Oh, I’m sure we could arrange that,” I replied. “But I need sustenance too, you know. And there are a few delicacies I’d like to taste.”

Getting a firm grip on her shoulders, I pulled her upright in the pool. She yelped in surprise at my unexpected forcefulness, then gasped in delight when I shifted my hands to cradle her breasts. Of all the wonders I’d seen so far in the Azureheart Palace, none could compete with these plump pillows.

Vinarys moaned softly when I fondled them. Judging from the stunned look on her face, it must not have occurred to her that I would wish to enjoy her body the same way she had enjoyed mine. Her eyelids fluttered shut when I squeezed them more aggressively, and her fingers clenched my arms when I flicked my tongue over her nipples.

But I wanted more. After I’d given careful attention to both of her breasts, I grabbed her thighs and hoisted her up into my arms and out of the water. She inhaled sharply and excitedly as I carried her to the side of the pool and laid her down on the edge.

“My lord?” she asked breathlessly.

“I need to collect my own sample,” I told her.

Without waiting for her to reply, I pushed her legs apart, knelt in the pool, and enjoyed my first view of her hairless elven quim. I traced the tip of my finger over her thick folds, which immediately prompted a gasp of delight. I wasn’t the least bit surprised to find that she was absolutely soaked, and it had nothing to do with the water.

Her womanhood petaled as I spread her thighs further, revealing a glistening pink flower at the center of her silky thighs. I leaned forward, my tongue searching for her labia and the delicious feminine nectar within.

“My lord, you don’t need to—oh!”

Vinarys threw back her head while she simultaneously clutched the back of mine. Distantly, I wondered if she had actually expected me to ignore her body for three full days while she pleasured me. Were Avetharri males really that pathetic? Or maybe Vaz Gorati priestesses took some silly vow where they weren’t supposed to climax in the presence of a dragon. If so, it was foolish. And she was going to break it any moment.

I delved deeper, one finger sliding into her slit while my tongue assaulted her sodden clit. Vinarys’s breath hitched so badly it was as if her lungs forgot how to work, and she pulled my head more tightly against her the closer she got to a climax.

“Ainorinen, penelya!” she cried out so frantically she may have simply forgotten the standard Imperial tongue. “Sina…sina na alyaaa…!”

She convulsed so hard she lost the ability to speak, but she had screamed so loud I was a little worried that the Wyrmguard soldiers might storm inside to check on her. I didn’t stop until she’d completely come down, and even then I left my fingertips inside her when her eyes reopened.

“Where…?” Vinarys gasped, still trying to locate her voice. “Where did you learn these techniques?”

“We human savages surprise everyone now and then,” I said, licking her nectar from my lips. “Now, are you ready for another anointment?”

Her gaze turned downright feral, and I swore I saw her amulet glimmer as she reached between us to touch my cock and point it at her elven quim.

“Cuin an baded in agar,” Vinarys said, locking her legs behind my back and drawing me so close my turgid tip pressed against her wet, swollen folds. “I live to serve the Blood.”

I eased the thick head inside her. She was thoroughly soaked, yet it still didn’t seem like I could possibly fit. I may as well have been laying siege to an impenetrable wall.

“Gods,” I breathed as her carnal embrace threatened to crush me. “You are so fucking tight…”

“Then stretch me,” Vinarys demanded in her dark voice, her fingers settling on my arms and digging into my biceps. “Break me.”

She whimpered as I nudged inside her another half inch. I had no idea if her elven cunt could ever take my full length, but I was determined to find out. I pushed harder with every roll of my hips, groaning in pleasure and determination as I stretched her open. The sensation was so incredible that I didn’t know if I would be able to hold out long enough to fully hilt myself inside her. It was going to take every ounce of willpower I had to control myself…and to keep from releasing it straight into her womb.

“More,” Vinarys cried out, her voice going from demanding to pleading as she spread her legs for me as wide as she could. “You must—oh!—you must push deeper, my lord!”

I continued my assault, splitting her open wider and wider with each thrust. Against all odds, my battering ram eventually burst through her gate, and I could finally feel the tip of my cock pressing against her cervix. She squealed in delight, then swung her legs around my back again to hold me deep.

“In drakkath haryuva aulenderya,” she panted, her green eyes rolling back into her head as if she were entering a trance. “The dragon shall claim his priestess. Ter omentielto, in serce in vanimelde hlaruva coasse vinya. Through their union, the blood of the goddess shall find—mmm—new life!”

I held my manhood as deep inside her as I could, allowing her walls to reshape themselves around me. Then, when her eyes finally reopened, I pulled back and began driving into her with reckless abandon. Not like a caring partner or a gentle lover, but like a brute savagely and violently claiming the cunt that belonged to him.

“The dragon shall—ngn—anoint the priestess with his—oh!—sacred seed,” Vinarys continued, looking straight up at me. “And she will…she will…ooooh!”

She lost control before she could finish her recitation. Her fingers squeezed my arms, her thighs crushed my waist, and her head flew backward as if her soul was leaving her body. The sight was more than enough to send me spiraling over the edge with her, and I barely managed to pull out before I flooded her womb. I erupted all over her instead, anointing her stomach, tits, and neck with huge globs of the seed she wanted so badly. One volley made it all the way to her face, leaving a white strand dangling between her nose and lips while she panted for breath.

“Damn,” I breathed, squeezing out the last drops of seed on her belly. “I hope that’s enough for your ritual.”

“Mm…” Vinarys cooed deliriously. I wasn’t even sure she could hear me, but that was all right. My cock had barely even wilted, and I had plenty more for her if she needed it. Because if I was really going to spend three full days bonding with my new blood priestess—or perhaps more accurately, cum priestess—then there was no reason to rush.


Interlude: The Proxy
Kyriel


Kyriel’s mind and body were still buzzing when she woke up the morning after the Tasting, and she had no idea what to do with herself. Blood Mother Sianeth wouldn’t arrive from Karthuil for three days, which may as well have been three months as far as Kyriel was concerned. She didn’t need another reading to know that the human was a dragon—she had already tasted the truth on Vin’s lips. But no one else would believe it until Sianeth made her proclamation, so instead of going to the human’s quarters and trying to get to know the man who was destined to be her consort, Kyriel was resigned to spending the next three days alone.

It was intolerable. It was downright absurd, in fact. The future of their house and perhaps all of Lostrien might rest on a human man she’d never spoken to despite the fact he was a few hundred feet away. She hadn’t even known his name until last night!

Still, it could have been worse. At least she had Vin to act as her liaison, and Kyriel was eagerly awaiting the priestess’s assessment tonight. And besides, being alone was still better than attending court and fending off questions from angry house scions all day. Her mother was the one who would have to deal with their endless plotting and scheming and complaining.

Ultimately, Kyriel decided to keep herself distracted by practicing with her lyre. Music had a way of focusing her mind in a way nothing else could, especially once she was relaxed enough to sing and dance while she played. Moliano’s 4th Concerto demanded perfection in all three, and the fact that it was nearly four hours long meant she had no trouble occupying herself with it the rest of the morning.

After lunch, Kyriel went out to the palace archery range to practice the rest of the afternoon. She had to use a normal bow rather than Aveshalare, of course, since precious few people knew the truth about her shadow magic, but she didn’t mind. Anything that forced her to concentrate was better than aimless brooding.

Shooting at targets for hours on end did make her think about the Tirzak again, however, and she found herself hoping that the Skywatch patrols would find something big before the Blood Mother returned. Not because she wanted to be proven right that the Tirzak were a serious problem, but because the timing might help her mother keep the Great Houses in line. Nothing brought people together like a common threat, even ones that were enraged by the idea of a dustborn dragon becoming her consort.

Kyriel didn’t expect to hear anything for a while yet, though, and by nightfall she was back in her chambers. She had just finished a bath and thrown on her silver nightgown when she heard a familiar knock followed by a tap on her door. Vinarys entered a moment later.

Two things were immediately off about her best friend. For one, she must have recently taken a bath herself, because her long red hair was still wet and heavy on her shoulders. For two, her normally fluid gait was decidedly awkward, as if she had forgotten how to walk on the high heels of her boots. Or as if her legs were so tired she could no longer keep her balance…

“Are you all right?” Kyriel asked, moving to intercept the other woman.

Vinarys came to a halt. “All right? Darling, I’ve never felt better!”

Kyriel looked her friend up and down again. Vin’s shawl was sitting awkwardly on her shoulders, and her bodice hadn’t been buttoned all the way. Even the laces of her boots were haphazardly tied.

“So you…you made love to him?” the princess asked.

“No, I fucked him,” Vinarys said. “Actually, he mostly fucked me. Hard. By the goddess, I swear I can still feel him splitting me open…”

Kyriel felt a rush of heat in her cheeks so intense she couldn’t help but look away. “Sanathar’s breath…”

“There’s no need to play coy, it’s just the two of us.” Vin smiled and squeezed her hands. “Besides, I’m doing this for you, remember?”

“I know, but…”

The princess closed her eyes. She’d been waiting for this report all day, but now that Vin was here, she didn’t know what to say. All she knew was that her cheeks were on fire, and she wasn’t sure why.

“He’s better than we ever could have hoped,” Vinarys said. “I’m not sure that Lia will be able to teach him anything. He made me finish so many times I still haven’t come down!”

The heat in Kyriel’s cheeks grew hotter, and she belatedly realized it wasn’t all due to embarrassment. No, there’s something else behind her discomfort, something that made far less sense…and that was far more shameful.

She was jealous. Jealous that her best friend had laid with a human.

“You should have a taste, darling,” Vinarys said. “His energy must be all over me.”

Swallowing the strange lump in her throat, Kyriel forced herself to look back up. She leaned forward to give Vinarys a peck on the lips, and sure enough, she could feel the echo of the human’s power still lingering upon them even stronger than before.

“I told you,” Vin whispered, smiling wider. “Come on, have another taste…”

Kyriel doubted she could have said no even if she’d wanted to. She kissed Vinarys deeper this time, and as their tongues swirled together, she could feel the vatari markings on her arm desperately craving more…

“Easy!” Vinarys warned, pulling away and gasping for breath.

“S-sorry,” Kyriel managed, feeling yet another flash of embarrassment. Apparently she had been kissing much harder than she’d realized.

Vin snickered, then brushed a braided lock out of the princess’s eyes. “Don’t worry, you’ll be able to get it from the source soon enough.”

Kyriel slowly slid her tongue over her lips. A part of her still couldn’t believe that any of this was real. It was madness, and it was all happening so fast.

“I can’t really go through with this, can I?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

“Why not?” Vin asked.

“He’s a human!”

“He’s a dragon,” the priestess corrected. “And I just told you that he’s incredible in bed.”

“I don’t care about that.”

“You will when he makes you cum so hard you both transform right then and there.”

Kyriel scoffed and pulled away. “You realize that even if he does give me dragon children, I’ll probably outlive them. And he’ll be dead long before any of them are Sovereign!”

“You don’t know that,” Vin said. “Besides, there’s no point in worrying about what will happen in a century. Lostrien needs dragons now. So does the Empire.”

“But it’s crazy!” Kyriel protested. “The thought of inviting a human into my bed…”

“It’s much easier than you think, darling, trust me.” Vin snickered as she put her hands on Kyriel’s arms. “He’s not a savage, either, no matter what the others think. And most importantly, he’s loyal to you and House Valostri.”

The princess frowned. “How do you know that?”

“We took some time to chat between sessions,” Vin said. “He mentioned that his father served as a slave soldier. He understands how much trouble your mother got in for freeing the dustborn, and he’s proud to serve in her Blue Legion.”

Kyriel pursed her lips. “I need to speak with him. I can’t possibly make a decision like this without getting to know him first. It’s ridiculous!”

“I know, darling, but your mother’s orders were clear. The house scions are all on edge. If they caught wind that you were interacting with this human before the Blood Mother confirmed—”

“I know,” Kyriel interrupted. “I’m just frustrated, that’s all.”

Vinarys put a hand on her cheek. “I promise I’ll keep him occupied, and I’ll learn as much about him as I can. If I even get a hint that he’s not right for you, I’ll keep him for myself instead.”

Kyriel tried to be annoyed, she really did. But Vin’s sly smile was all it took for her to giggle and press their foreheads together.

“I expect you to report back to me every night,” the princess said. “And I want stories about what happened. Explicit stories.”

“You’ll get them, darling,” Vinarys promised. “I won’t spare a single detail.”


6
Blood and Truth


Telling stories around the campfire was a tradition as old as time itself. Boasting about one’s accomplishments, recounting a grisly tale of battle, singing a familiar song…I’d enjoyed them all at one time or another. But among Legion soldiers—and perhaps among any group of young men—there was also a tradition of asking stupid questions in the middle of the night when everyone was drunk. An all-time favorite for idle speculation was whether it would actually be possible to have so much sex with a beautiful woman that you could get tired of it.

Like most men, I’d never had a chance to put that question to the test before. But based on my own personal three-day experiment in the palace, the answer was a definitive “no.”

“Faarea,” Vinarys wheezed as she sank face-down into the pillows of my huge bed. Her back and ass were thoroughly soaked in my seed, which had probably been the case more often than not during our unending anointing ritual. My last salvo would have surely gotten into her red hair if I hadn’t thoughtfully pulled it out of the way when I’d finished. It helped that I’d been using her ponytail like a makeshift leash all morning.

“Aren’t you worried we’re going to be late?” I asked, leaning over her body and kissing the tip of her pointed ear. “I thought the Blood Mother was supposed to arrive before midday.”

She was panting too hard to reply. This was all her fault, really—she was the one who insisted on sucking my cock every morning, so I could hardly be blamed for letting the beast take control once she’d awakened it.

Then again, I had gone especially hard on her today. I’d barely finished exploding in her mouth before I’d flipped her over, thrown her onto the bed, and rutted her from behind with all the subtlety of a rapacious orc marauder. Now she looked as if she were about to fall back asleep.

“We…we have to clean up,” Vinarys managed eventually. “And get dressed.”

“No one’s stopping you,” I teased, bringing the tip of my semi-rigid member against her quim. “All you have to do is tell me to stop…”

She whimpered pathetically as I sank back inside her. When she reached behind her to grab my arm, I honestly expected her to channel another of her invigoration spells into me for round three. Her magic had worked incredibly well so far: it had allowed me to spill on every part of her body, from her delicate feet all the way to her beautiful face.

But for the first time in three days, Vinarys’s sense of duty finally triumphed over her lust. She squirmed out from beneath me and to the pool to clean herself up, though she was swearing to herself in Elvish the entire time.

I eventually followed, and with a great deal of effort, we managed to bathe and get dressed while mostly keeping our hands to ourselves. I had never spent so much time with a single woman before, and I’d never realized how satisfying it could be to learn every nuance of her body. At this point, I was reasonably sure I knew what she liked as well as she did.

Not that she had been all that difficult of a puzzle to solve. Mostly, she just wanted to get fucked like a whore and wear my dragon cum around the room as a trophy, but there were some subtle nuances here and there.

Once we were clean, she insisted that I put on one of the outfits the tailors had customized for me. The white and gold tunic and matching trousers were a bit garish for my liking, but she assured me that the style was appropriate for a house scion. The outfit was comfortable, I had to admit, and the short sleeves would allow the Blood Mother to take her sample from my arm without too much trouble. Still, I found myself getting a bit wistful for my Legion armor as well as fresh air and sunlight. The room’s balcony was nice enough, but it wasn’t even close to the same as spending all day outdoors. Thinking about it reminded me that I was as much of a prisoner as a guest here…but also that Vinarys had done an excellent job making me forget about that fact.

“I trust you remember my lessons about proper behavior?” she asked as she helped me button the high collar of the tunic. She was wearing her black bodice and crimson robe again, though she had also done her makeup for the first time since this “ritual” of hers had begun.

“More or less,” I murmured. “You’ve given me a lot of other things to pay attention to these last few days.”

Vinarys snickered. “Just do your best to stay silent and only respond when you are spoken to directly. The Blood Mother will conduct the reading as she sees fit.”

“I think I can handle that. Who else will be attending?”

“The Sovereign and the Dragon Father will be there, and I wouldn’t be surprised if a few of the Great House leaders attend as well.”

“But not the princess?”

“She’s staying as isolated as you are until the reading is over,” Vinarys said. “But don’t worry, if things go as planned, perhaps you’ll finally get to meet her tonight.”

“Unless the scions challenge the reading again,” I muttered.

“They wouldn’t dare cast doubt on the proclamation of a Blood Mother.” She took a step back to inspect me, then sighed heavily. “But that doesn’t mean they’ll be happy about it. Or that they’ll necessarily accept you as consort.”

I nodded absently. The two of us had spent a great deal of time talking as well as fucking these last few days, and she’d done her best to explain the political situation to me. Of course, she’d often been scooping my cum off her tits at the same time, so it hadn’t always been easy to pay attention to all the finer details.

But I did understand the potential threats we all faced, particularly me. Arindur’s warning had gone through my head at least once each night since I’d arrived.

The moment you’re declared champion, he’d told me, you’ll go from being an entertaining curiosity to a genuine political threat.

“Do you honestly believe that the Great Houses will be willing to go to war just because I’m human?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Vinarys admitted, her voice uncharacteristically sober. “But if so, it’s not just because you’re dustborn. This conflict has been brewing for a long time, and it goes beyond tradition and old ideas. The Tasting was supposed to subvert the rivalries between the houses by choosing a consort with a neutral arbiter, but it obviously didn’t work out the way the Sovereign expected. Even if you disappeared tomorrow, the fundamental conflict would still remain. Sovereign Alessara would be forced to choose one of the house scions for the princess’s First Mating, but no matter which one she picked, the others likely wouldn’t accept the decision.”

“Sounds like a bunch of spoiled people who aren’t used to losing,” I commented. “Or not getting what they want.”

“That’s certainly part of it. But this First Mating is different and they all know it. The fate of the province has never hinged on a single consort before.”

“Because the princess is the Sovereign’s only child?”

“Yes…and no.”

Vinarys nibbled at her lip, as if trying to decide how to explain it. Or perhaps whether she should tell me at all.

“There is something you need to know,” she murmured. “And I don’t suppose there’s any reason to wait.”

I raised my eyebrow expectantly. “Something that wasn’t worth mentioning up until now?”

“It isn’t something the princess is eager to share,” Vinarys said. “But one of the reasons the First Mating is so contentious is because…well, because she can’t transform.”

I frowned. “She can’t transform? But everyone says she’s a dragon.”

“She is a dragon,” Vinarys insisted. “And like you, she possesses the Blood but cannot ignite it. Unlike you, however, she’s had access to trainers all her life. She may never become a wyrm.”

I stayed silent, wondering how such a thing was possible. I had heard occasional rumors over the years that there must have been something wrong with the Dragon Princess—it was how some people explained the fact that she rarely made public appearances. I’d just always assumed they were nonsense.

“Before he died, Lord Bastrel wove a dark curse on Sovereign Alessara,” Vinarys continued. “It is why she has never given birth to more children, and we believe it is also why Kyriel can’t transform. He corrupted their power in the hopes of destroying their house and legacy.”

“Sanathar’s breath,” I whispered. “I…I had no idea.”

“Few outside the halls of power do. But that is why the Tasting was so contentious even before we discovered your heritage. A dragon cannot become Sovereign unless she can transform—that is why Alessara wishes Kyriel to mate so young. The princess must give House Valostri a female dragon, and her daughter must learn how to transform before her mother’s term as Sovereign comes to an end.”

I nodded, thinking it through. So many facets of elf politics seemed bewildering to me, but the basic rites of succession were simple enough. This competition wasn’t solely about being her first mate, but about siring the next ruler of Lostrien. Whichever Great House gave her that child would undoubtedly gain considerable power and influence.

“Only a female dragon?” I asked.

“There has never been a male Sovereign in Lostrien, not in the entire history of the Empire,” Vinarys said. “Male dragons are useful for breeding, but they do not possess sufficient wisdom to rule.”

I snorted softly. “Well, at least we serve some purpose.”

“Don’t worry, I am well aware of male virtues. Sadly, not everyone is so enlightened.”

Vinarys snickered, then leaned forward and put her hands on my tunic. “But you understand now why this is so critical…and why the revelation about your blood is so important. Kyriel is quite fertile despite the curse, and if she mates with another Wyrm Lord, a dragon heir is all but assured. In fact, there is a good chance that he could give her many dragon children, enough to reinvigorate House Valostri in a way no one thought possible.”

“And that’s what the princess wants?” I asked.

“What she wants is to meet you before making any decisions. Hopefully that will finally happen tonight.” Vinarys paused. “She might be upset that I told you the truth about her curse this early, but I want you to know what’s at stake. And what the future will likely hold.”

“I appreciate that,” I said, putting my hands on hers. “But the part I don’t understand is why the other houses believe they can stand up to the Sovereign. Lord Bastrel’s rebellion never would have had a chance of success if he weren’t a dragon himself. How can the other houses hope to defeat the Sovereign?”

“I doubt they can,” Vinarys said. “But that might not stop them from trying. Individually, none of the houses can field a massive army, but their forces are filled with elite Avetharri warriors and sorcerers. They are far from powerless. Though the princess is still hopeful that they’ll come to their senses when they learn the full extent of the Tirzak threat.”

“The Tirzak?” I asked, surprised.

“The princess is convinced that there’s a new infestation in the Garothi Peaks, and she’s ordered the Skywatch to investigate. If they’re able to find the clutch in the next few days, she hopes that will overshadow the politics here for a little while.”

My brow creased in thought. The mantis warriors were the last thing I’d expected her to bring up. I’d never heard anything about a new infestation—they hadn’t mounted a serious threat to the province since before I had joined the Legion.

“I’m sure we’ll know more soon, but you and I need to get to the chapel,” Vinarys said, casting a glance at the clock. “Just remember what I told you about proper protocol.”

I nodded, pulling my mind away from thoughts of the insect men back to the present. It wasn’t easy—the mere mention of Tirzak had activated my soldier instincts, and I suddenly felt like a fish flopping on the shore again. The world of palace intrigue and court politics were as foreign as the Pale to a man like me.

“You’re sure I don’t need to be gagged, bound, and blindfolded for this ritual, too?” I asked.

“Unfortunately, no,” she said, sliding her arm into mine and leading me toward the door. “We’ll save that for later tonight.”
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What Vinarys had called a chapel may as well have been a full temple as far as I was concerned. The benches in the nave could easily fit several dozen people, and the chancel surrounding the altar of the Dragon Goddess was wide enough to fit a dozen more. And all that space was in addition to the large statues of Lahara, her elven consort, and all five of their dragon children.

Dragon Father Malion was standing on the opposite wall beneath one of the statues. Next to him was a tall, well-dressed man I didn’t recognize, though judging from the wyvern heraldry on his baldric, he must have been Haberian Windsong, the patriarch of House Windsong and the lord of Oro Sarn.

The only other person in the chapel at the moment was Sovereign Alessara herself. Since I had only ever seen her in person while she was a dragon at the Parthanex, I was completely unprepared to see her true elven form.

Especially because she was more beautiful than I had ever imagined.

If I didn’t know better, I could have mistaken her for a young elven maiden no older than me. Her blue eyes were a near perfect match for the cerulean halls of the palace, and her long blond hair may as well have been a river of gold poured over her shoulders and back. Her robe of office was both elegant and imperious all at the same time. The blue fabric shimmered like dragon scales, and the high heels of her shoes were shaped like claws.

I’d heard stories about Dragon Sovereigns cloaking themselves in illusions rather than wearing actual clothing, so I found myself wondering if her outfit was real. Probably not, if I had to guess—it would be far more convenient for a dragon to transform at a moment’s notice if she didn’t have to worry about destroying an expensive outfit in the process.

“Your Majesty,” Vinarys said, bowing her head as we entered. “Allow me to present Sol Farric, Blue Legion Centurion and bearer of Lahara’s divine legacy.”

I lowered my head and knelt before her, though I stayed quiet as Vinarys had suggested.

“You may rise,” the Sovereign said in a collected, cultured voice.

I made it a point to control my gaze as I returned to my feet. No matter how attractive she may have been, I wasn’t about to risk getting caught leering at the most powerful person in Lostrien. She wouldn’t even need to have her guards chop off my head; she could simply devour me for my impertinence herself.

“It is an honor to finally meet the champion of my Midsummer Games in person,” Alessara said. “I greatly enjoyed your performance. Your skills are a credit to the Legion…and the apparent strength of your ancestry.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” I said, bowing my head again before finally risking eye contact. The Sovereign was definitely on the tall side for an Avetharri female, though like Vinarys, she was still half a head shorter than I was despite wearing heels. It was a strange thing to look at someone a fraction your size and strength who could crush you in an instant if she wanted to.

“According to Priestess Vinarys, all of this is as much of a surprise to you as it is to us,” Alessara said. “I hope you’ll forgive me for waiting this long to greet you. As you can imagine, this news has inspired great…deliberation among the members of my court.”

“I understand, Your Majesty,” I replied, making it a point not to look at either the Dragon Father or Lord Windsong next to him. Even out of the periphery of my vision, I could see the latter in particular stirring impatiently. In fact, I got the distinct impression that I’d arrived not long after an argument, undoubtedly one of many since the night of the Tasting.

Alessara smiled thinly. “Then I hope you will also understand the necessity of a final blood reading. This is a critical moment for both Lostrien and the Empire. We must proceed carefully and deliberately in the days ahead.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Good.” She studied me for another moment, then turned her gaze upon Vinarys. “You may begin the preparations. The Blood Mother will be along soon.”

“As you wish, Your Majesty,” Vinarys replied, taking my arm. “This way, my lord.”

She escorted me up to the chancel. I looked upon the visage of the Dragon Goddess Lahara as we moved, and I found myself wondering how much easier this would all be if she and her dragon apostles would take a more active role in the Empire created by their followers. I still found it difficult to believe that an elven goddess would choose a human like me to carry her blood, and I would have loved for her to provide an explanation.

Vinarys moved me next to a gilded bowl that was resting atop the altar. I really hoped they didn’t expect me to fill it, because it was so wide and deep that I’d be a bloodless husk afterward…

Before I could ask what if anything I needed to do, the priestess began chanting something in a different Elvish dialect. The only word I recognized was ‘drakath,’ which Vinarys had also used several times over the past few days. I knew it meant ‘dragon’ because it was the name of a province, Lomir Drakath. There, from the heart of the volcanic mountains, the Emperor and the Council of Wyrms ruled over Varellon.

Vinarys finished after perhaps a minute, and the door to the chamber opened not long after. An entourage of three women entered, all wearing similar crimson robes to Vinarys. The third was embroidered in gold, though even without the fancy accouterments, it was abundantly clear which among them was the Blood Mother.

Among humans, there was a commonly-held belief that elves not only lived longer, but also aged more gracefully in the process. I had never seen evidence to contradict this, and if Mother Sianeth was truly as old as Vinarys suggested, then I still hadn’t. The woman’s skin was worn but not wrinkled, and her blue eyes barely seemed to have dulled at all. She didn’t hunch like a withered crone, either; she stood completely upright. The only obvious sign of her advanced age was the slower speed of her movements and the pure white sheen of her long hair.

“Eminence,” Sovereign Alessara said with a fractional nod. “I am pleased that you remain in good health. I trust that your trip was pleasant?”

“As pleasant as can be expected,” the old woman replied. Her body may not have seemed over four centuries old, but her voice definitely did. “The road from Karthuil is longer than I remember.”

The Sovereign chuckled softly. “Now that you’re here, you may stay as long as you wish. We’ve prepared quarters for—”

“You’ll forgive me, Your Majesty, but time is short,” Sianeth interrupted. “I would prefer to skip the pleasantries and get to the heart of the matter.”

I cringed inwardly. No one, not even a Vaz Gorati Blood Mother, had the right to interrupt a Dragon Sovereign…or so I’d always been told. And judging from the subtle tick in Alessara’s face, she wasn’t happy about it. But whether out of respect for the other woman’s advanced age or a basic desire to keep things moving, the Sovereign managed a thin smile.

“Of course,” Alessara said. “Please, we are all eager to benefit from your wisdom.”

Mother Sianeth gestured to her entourage, and the two younger priestesses immediately ascended the stairs and took up positions on either side of the chancel. Sianeth herself followed more slowly, her gaze locked upon me as she moved.

“A dragon born of ash and dust,” she said. “Another miracle of Lahara’s will.”

I had no idea what I was supposed to say, so I chose the safety of silence. The others did the same, though I noticed Lord Windsong shuffling awkwardly in place. Next to him, Dragon Father Malion continued to look calm yet irritated. I was starting to wonder if he had any other expression.

“Perhaps the Goddess herself wishes to bring our people closer together,” Sianeth continued as she approached the altar. “After all, she and her dragon children slew the Old Gods to protect the morshir as well as the Avetharri.”

She continued looking right at me, clearly expecting a response.

“Perhaps so…Eminence,” I said, offering her a short and respectful bow.

“Dragons kneel before no one, least of all their subjects,” Sianeth said. “If Lahara’s blood indeed does flow through your veins, then we are all blessed to stand in your presence.”

Once again, I wasn’t sure how to respond, but I could feel the tension in the room rising…at least from Lord Windsong. Vinarys simply smiled and gave the older woman a more reverent bow.

“I have no doubts about his strength, Eminence,” she said. “I performed a second reading myself later just to be sure.”

“Then there is no need to stand on further ceremony,” Sianeth told her. “Let it be done, so that we may welcome another dragon into our fold.”

Vinarys nodded, then took my hand and held it over the gilded bowl with my palm facing upward. I braced myself, wondering exactly how they might proceed since I didn’t see any ritual knives near the altar. But when the Blood Mother lifted her left hand, I noticed that the tip of her forefinger was covered by a golden claw that looked so sharp it may as well have been a scalpel. With a surprisingly quick flicker of her wrist, she slashed across my exposed forearm, and blood appeared over the cut a few heartbeats later.

It wasn’t anywhere near large enough of a wound to fill a small fraction of the bowl, but Mother Sianeth didn’t seem the least bit concerned. She allowed several large drops to form on my skin, then gathered them up on the small tip of her claw and brought it to her tongue.

Between Sianeth’s advanced age and the ferric stench of my blood, the ritual was nowhere near as arousing as when Vinarys had gulped down my seed, but I was expecting a similar reaction to the apparent power of my ancestry. And sure enough, I saw the old woman’s pupils abruptly dilate, and she had to place her free hand upon the altar to steady herself.

“You see, Eminence?” Vinarys asked, helping to hold the older woman upright. “He is quite potent.”

“A powerful blood legacy, indeed,” Sianeth said. “A strong connection to the Aether, and perhaps even a distant trace of Avetharri lineage.”

Vinarys turned and smiled at me. “That would explain a great deal.”

“Yes…including why you reached the wrong conclusion, child. You must have been overwhelmed by the initial sensation.”

A dead silence fell over the chapel. No one moved, spoke, or took a breath until the Sovereign broke the silence.

“What do you mean she reached the wrong conclusions?” Alessara asked.

Sianeth finally reopened her eyes. “The dustborn is strong…but he is no dragon.”

“What?” Vinarys gasped.

“I am sorry, child,” the Blood Mother said. “There is no trace of Lahara’s gift within his blood, only distant echoes of her power.”

“Finally, a dose of sanity amongst the madness,” Lord Windsong exclaimed. “All this time wasted on what everyone knew from the beginning. There is no such thing as a dustborn dragon!”

My stomach clenched, and for the briefest moment, I wasn’t sure whether to be upset or not. On the one hand, I wasn’t sure I had ever truly believed I had dragon blood—it wasn’t as if I were in the habit of growing scales or breathing fire. And besides, if I wasn’t a dragon, it also meant I was no longer in any danger because I wasn’t a threat.

But those foolish thoughts vanished the moment I saw Vinarys’s face. She wasn’t merely stunned—she was horrified. All color had drained out of her skin, and I put a steadying hand on her shoulder for fear she might faint.

Sovereign Alessara’s face, by contrast, had turned to stone. She strode up onto the chancel and stood directly in front of the Blood Mother.

“You’re sure?” she asked. Her voice may have been soft and feminine, but I swore I could hear thunder rolling behind every word.

The two women stared hard at one another, and it was abundantly clear that their eyes were having a silent conversation that their lips didn’t want to share in public. But despite the fact it seemed like the Sovereign might breathe lightning at any moment, Sianeth didn’t back down.

“I am sure, Your Majesty,” the Blood Mother said. “I apologize for the confusion, but I ask that you not judge Sister Vinarys too harshly. As I said, her mistake is quite understandable.”

The Sovereign’s jaw flinched, and I swore I saw flecks of draconic yellow briefly overtake the blue in her eyes.

“I don’t blame anyone,” Alessara said eventually. “The truth is what is important. And the Vaz Gorati would never knowingly betray the Blood.”

“No,” Sianeth agreed, her ancient face betraying nothing. “Never.”

Several more seconds passed as the two women continued glaring at each other. This time, it was the Dragon Father who broke the silence.

“The Sovereign will hold court again tonight,” he said, turning to Lord Windsong. “We still have a great deal to discuss.”
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“I don’t understand,” Vinarys exclaimed. “He is a dragon, Your Majesty! I am certain of it.”

Her words echoed across the vast, cavernous war room where we had moved from the chapel. Sovereign Alessara was sitting next to a stone table with a map of Varellon stretched over its surface, and Dragon Father Malion was standing beside her. Vinarys and I were on the other side.

“Are you accusing your own high priestess of lying?” Malion asked pointedly. “After your mistake got us into this mess?”

“Of course not!” Vinarys insisted. The playful, sardonic expression she’d been wearing since I’d met her had been replaced by the flushed, frightened look of someone who’d just had the floor crumble beneath them. “The Blood Mother must simply be confused.”

“She’s not confused,” Alessara replied quietly. “Sianeth knows exactly what she’s doing.”

The Sovereign hadn’t spoken at all since we’d left the chapel, but from the way her jaw had been visibly working behind her cheeks, I had the impression of a storm gathering strength before it annihilated everything in its path.

“It isn’t complicated,” she added. “We’ve been outplayed. And outflanked.”

Malion frowned at her. “What are you talking about?”

“Either the Vaz Gorati made a decision to keep a human out of power, or one of the Great House patriarchs convinced her to do so,” Alessara said. “Regardless, Sianeth told them what they wanted to hear, and they were eager to listen.”

Vinarys shook her head. “I cannot believe that Mother Sianeth would willingly try to deceive you, Your Majesty. Certainly not about something this important. The Vaz Gorati are the keepers of—”

“The Vaz Gorati do as they please,” the Sovereign interrupted. “It’s the most poorly kept secret in the Empire, and one you are well aware of.”

The priestess swallowed heavily, unable or unwilling to respond. The silence turned cold, and my sensation of being out of place had never been stronger than in this moment. Humans didn’t belong in the palace, and certainly not in the war room. Frankly, I was surprised that the Sovereign had insisted I follow them. A part of me had expected the Dragon Father to have me thrown out on the streets—or perhaps into the dungeon—as a liar and a cheat.

But then, I hadn’t lied about anything. I had never claimed to be a dragon. That identity had been thrust upon me, first at the Tasting and then later by Vinarys herself.

“Unfortunately, accusing Sianeth of deception will only make me appear desperate to defend the human,” Alessara added. “Most of the patriarchs are still bitter about my decision to free the dustborn. They will try to use this as more proof that I am unfit to rule. It is quite a nice little cage they’ve constructed for me.”

“I see no reason to step into it,” Malion said. “We can still select a consort from the house scions, or could invent a new competition for them. There are risks in either path.”

“With all due respect, Your Grace, we cannot simply ignore the human’s blood legacy,” Vinarys pleaded. “He and Princess Kyriel could produce dragon children for decades to come. Their first daughter could become the next Sovereign, and their other children could be sent beyond the province to build power elsewhere in the Empire. Their union could single-handedly restore Lostrien and House Valostri!”

“You mean destroy it,” the Dragon Father countered. “The Great Houses have made their position clear. They would rather burn the province to the ground than allow a human to seed their Dragon Princess. The same would be true anywhere else in the Empire.”

Vinarys swallowed heavily, then looked back at the Sovereign. “Your Majesty, you are the only dragon in Lostrien with the ability to transform. Even if the houses try to oppose you, they are no match for your might!”

“I wouldn’t be so certain of that,” Alessara said soberly. “But ultimately, it makes little difference. I will not fight a war that destroys Lostrien in hopes of saving it.”

She took a deep breath, then turned her gaze upon me. “And we should stop speaking of our guest as if he was not here.”

All three of them turned to look at me. I only wished that I had something insightful to tell them.

“What would you have me do, Your Majesty?” I asked.

“That is the question, isn’t it?”

Alessara stood and paced around the war table. The magical lanterns in the room played off the fabric of her blue robe as she moved, making it shimmer like dragon scales. Behind her floated the banners of all eight current Great Houses in Lostrien as well as several murals depicting famous battles against the ancient enemies of the Empire like the Godsworn and the Tirzak.

“I can’t declare you my daughter’s consort, nor can I simply return you to the Legion,” she said as she moved. “The sands beneath our feet have shifted, and I’m afraid there may be nowhere left for us to stand.”

The Sovereign eventually stopped in front of me. “I don’t expect you to understand Avetharri politics. Frankly, I’m envious of your ignorance. But know this: you are in grave danger, Sol Farric, whether you become dragon consort or not.”

“Your Majesty,” Vinarys pleaded, “we must—”

The Sovereign silenced her with a wave of her hand, then continued. “To be blunt, your mere existence will be seen as a threat to the Empire. The Vaz Gorati may not wish to mix highborn and human blood, but they also cannot allow you to roam free. Your powers will manifest eventually, and you could become a symbol to dustborn across Varellon. A human dragon…the very idea will cause unrest. It might even trigger a revolution.”

“Unless it isn’t true,” Malion put in. “Why are you taking the word of this priestess over the Blood Mother?”

“Because I’m not a fool,” Alessara said coldly. “And neither are you, despite your frequent attempts to pretend otherwise.”

The Dragon Father’s eyes widened. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“We’ll discuss it later,” she told him. “In private.”

Malion’s cheek twitched, and the powerful man who had greeted me at the Parthanex suddenly looked like a gelded colt rather than the dragon’s consort.

“Even if your powers remained dormant forever, you would still be a threat,” the Sovereign said, looking at me again. “You are young and virile. You could breed scores of women with your dragon seed, dustborn or elf. The Vaz Gorati will never permit that. Neither will the Great Houses or the Council of Wyrms or the Emperor himself.”

“Your Majesty, we cannot allow anything to happen to him!” Vinarys said, her normally husky voice laced with desperation. “His blood is sacred!”

“Yes, it is,” Alessara said. “And we will protect it to the best of our ability.”

Malion shuffled in place. “What do you intend to do with him?”

“I don’t know yet. And we don’t have much time to figure it out. The court will expect a decision tonight.”

The Sovereign eyed me for another moment, then turned to Vinarys. “Take him back to his chambers for now. We could all use some time to think.”

Vinarys swallowed visibly, then nodded. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

She took my arm, but before we could leave the room, the Sovereign held up a hand.

“For what little it’s worth, I wish it hadn’t come to this,” she said. “But there is one thing I need to know about you.”

“Your Majesty?” I asked.

“Why do you serve me?”

I blinked. “I…I beg your pardon?”

“Why do you serve me?” she repeated. “Human males are no longer forced to serve in the house armies. Why choose to serve in my Blue Legion?”

I pushed my tongue into the back of my teeth. “To be honest, I never wanted to be anything else. My father was a slave before the Dustborn Decree, and he gladly joined the Legion afterward. He said that we might be free in Lostrien, but that if we weren’t willing to fight on behalf of the dragon who liberated us, our children would be in shackles again soon enough. He knew how difficult it must have been to oppose the wishes of the other houses, even as a dragon.”

The Sovereign nodded solemnly, and I once again found myself blinded by how young and beautiful she appeared despite being nearly a hundred years old.

“Where is your father now?” she asked.

“Gone, Your Majesty,” I told her. “He fell in the Battle of Blackwood Vale fighting Lord Bastrel twenty years ago.”

Her cheek quivered just slightly. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“He died fighting against the dragon you liberated him from,” I said. “He had no regrets.”

Alessara smiled faintly, then placed her hand on my shoulder. “We will speak again tonight. There is much more we need to discuss, Lord Farric.”

I smiled back. “As you wish, Your Majesty. I look forward to it.”


Interlude: Duty
Kyriel


Kyriel woke early the day the Blood Mother was set to arrive, and she once again found herself bored and frustrated in her isolation. Vinarys had taken a few hours each day—usually over dinner—to recount the fun she’d had with the human that day. The stories were so outlandish that Kyriel was sure they were exaggerated, but they were fun to listen to nonetheless.

Still, after three days of that and little else, Kyriel was about to go insane. She refused to sit around all morning anxiously awaiting Mother Sianeth’s arrival. She needed to be out doing something. So after getting dressed and retrieving Aveshalare, she made her way outside.

Her first stop was the Wyrmguard garrison in the courtyard. With the aid of one of the artificers from Gûl Norigaad, the tanners had already repaired her damaged leather armor. Once she had ensured that all the straps and buckles were in order, she suited up and made her way to the aviary.

Her bodyguards weren’t about to just let her leave, of course. Her mother had very clearly instructed them to keep an eye on her and the palace wyverns at all times. But she had no intention of flying off into the mountains on her own again. All she wanted to do was head to Tari Barad, the fort at the southern end of the Wyrmshade Cliffs which overlooked and defended the road leading from Lostrien to Abethaal. It was less than a dozen miles outside the city, little more than a short aerial sprint for a wyvern, though the guards still insisted on asking the Sovereign first.

Kyriel felt like a child again, and a part of her wanted to try and steal a wyvern out of principle. But surprisingly, her mother ended up giving her permission to travel to the tower as long as one of the bodyguards accompanied her, so Kyriel decided to take the victory and go no matter how patronized the whole ordeal made her feel.

Tari Barad was the main base of operation for the Blue Legion, but it was also a key outpost for the Veldrachi Rangers, the elite hunters and scouts who patrolled Lostrien on foot while the Skywatch handled threats from the air. While Kyriel could have easily summoned the officers to give her a report at the palace, she wanted to visit them herself…and see what, if any, progress had been made after her recent report on Tirzak activity.

The answer, she quickly learned, was none.

“What do you mean you weren’t informed of my request?” Kyriel snarled at the ranger with the captain’s insignia who was unfortunate enough to be on duty in the tower war room when she arrived. “I gave Sky-Commander Theovar specific instructions to coordinate with the Ranger-General and organize a search and scouting party.”

“I apologize, Your Highness, but we never received any such orders,” Captain Arindur replied. The veteran ranger seemed completely blindsided by her presence. “Perhaps there was a delay because of the Tasting?”

“I’m sure there was, but that was three days ago,” Kyriel growled as she moved across the circular room to glare out the tower window. From here, Legion officers could see the entire training ground as well as the broader encampment behind the palisades. Several thousand dustborn legionaries were stationed at Tari Barad at all times, and her mother had deployed even more in this direction thanks to the ongoing belligerence of their southern neighbors.

“I’ll tell you what I told him,” Kyriel added as she spun back around. “The Tirzak are growing in strength and number. We need to find their new clutch as soon as possible.”

“Then I will lead a patrol myself, Your Highness,” Arindur assured her. “Assuming the Skywatch can spare a few wyverns to ferry my men into position.”

“They’ll find a way. I promise you that.”

The captain gave her a crisp bow. Unlike Theovar Windsong, who had apparently decided to ignore her, Arindur would hopefully do as he was told.

Nevertheless, this was one of those times when Kyriel wished she had the ability to transform into a dragon, or at the very least a Wyrmidon hybrid. As proud as she was of her fighting skills and the work she had put in to attain them, she was well aware of the fact that as a young woman, she simply wasn’t physically imposing to military men who had been in their positions for decades if not centuries.

“I will make the necessary arrangements, Your Highness,” Arindur said. After giving her another crisp nod, he turned on a heel and marched toward the exit, though he only made it halfway across the chamber before he came to an abrupt halt.

“Is something wrong, Captain?” she asked.

“Forgive me, Your Highness, but I was curious—what happened to the Legion Centurion who won the Midsummer Games?”

“He’s currently in the palace.” Kyriel raised a curious eyebrow at him. “I believe he was stationed here at Tari Barad before. Do you know him?”

“I do, yes,” Arindur replied carefully, almost as if he were afraid to admit it. “There’s no way for any soldier stationed here to completely avoid interacting with the dustborn.”

“Why would you want to? I was under the assumption that the Rangers and the Legion often work together.”

“Only when absolutely necessary.”

“That doesn’t sound very efficient.”

“I…I suppose not.”

Arindur’s mouth twitched. It wasn’t much, but Kyriel’s court training had taught her a great deal about how to read people, and this man had clearly expected her to act with much more overt hostility toward the dustborn. She shouldn’t have been surprised. For humans, a generation had passed since her mother had emancipated them, but in elven terms it may as well have been last week. And plenty of her people—probably the vast majority of her people—remained upset about it.

“In any event, I doubt he’ll be returning here anytime soon,” Kyriel said. “Why did you ask about him?”

“Pure curiosity on my part, Your Highness,” Arindur told her. “I apologize for the indulgence.”

He turned again and prepared to leave, but this time she was the one who stopped him.

“Captain,” she said, taking a step forward. “If you are acquainted with this dustborn, perhaps you can tell me something about him.”

“Your Highness?” he asked.

“Not many legionaries have ever chosen to participate in the Midsummer Games,” she said. “Do you know why he did?”

“He…well, he enjoys challenging himself, Your Highness,” Arindur said. “And I’m sure the promise of earning a few extra golden drakadas didn’t hurt. He’s one of the strongest Aetherblades in the Legion, and he seemed to think he would do well.”

“He was right,” she murmured. “Thank you, Captain. That will be all.”

“Your Highness,” he said, offering her another bow before turning to leave.

Kyriel returned to the window and looked out upon the garrison again. Up until her mother’s decree, the bulk of Lostrien’s army had been composed of slave soldiers, just like most of the other provinces still used to this day. They had been poorly trained—no one had thought that dustborn were worth the investment—but the army had been powerful by virtue of sheer numbers. Her grandmother had commanded a force of well over a hundred thousand.

The Blue Legion was only a fifth that size, but her mother insisted that they were far better trained and more loyal than the slave armies had ever been. Elite units like the Aetherblades never could have existed in a past era. And if any of the soldiers had wanted to participate in the Midsummer Games, the arena overseers probably wouldn’t have bothered to intervene to save them. The prospect of dustborn bloodshed would have drawn a huge crowd.

Her mother insisted that they had a place in Lostrien, and that the province would become stronger by integrating the dustborn rather than subjugating them. Kyriel herself had never given it a great deal of thought until recently, but now she found herself wondering what effect the declaration of a human dragon would have upon all the other soldiers, especially if Sol became her consort. Would all the other legionaries resent him for the gifts he had been given? Or would they instead look upon him like a living god?

Kyriel was still ruminating when she heard voices outside. A few minutes later, a familiar face wearing the blue-white trappings of the Skywatch stepped into the room.

“Your Highness,” Theovar Windsong greeted her. He must have just landed, because she hadn’t seen his wyvern on the tower earlier. “What are you doing here?”

“I go where I please, Commander,” Kyriel growled back, her hackles raising at the mere sight of him. “You would do well to remember that.”

He paused in the doorway for a few moments, his eyes drifting up and down her body in a way that made her skin crawl. “My apologies, Your Highness,” he said, bowing his head as he moved all the way inside. “I simply wasn’t expecting you here. I assumed that your mother would want you to stay in the palace, especially after recent events.”

“I could say the same about you. I figured you’d be at court screaming at my mother like the rest of the scions.”

Theovar smiled thinly. “Well, unlike most of the others, I have an important job to do.”

“Since when?” Kyriel asked tartly. “Because I gave you a job, and you ignored it. According to Captain Arindur, you never even briefed the rangers about the Tirzak threat!”

His smile faded as quickly as it had appeared. “I understand your frustration, Your Highness,” he told her as he circled around the war table and stepped closer to the window next to her. “But I thought it unwise to deploy rangers into the mountains before my riders combed the area and pinpointed the most likely locations for a clutch.”

“Fine, but they haven’t done that, either. They haven’t done anything, as far as I can tell.”

“With all due respect, Your Highness, it has only been a few days,” Theovar replied with the strained patience of a parent addressing a toddler. “We are not shackled by the tyranny of the hourglass like dustborn. Patience is—”

“The Tirzak are dustborn,” Kyriel interjected. “The longer we leave them unchallenged, the greater the threat they will pose to Lostrien.”

He set his jaw in stone, then looked her up and down again. “I’m afraid that most of my riders were otherwise engaged for the past few days, but I will arrange for a sortie once they are available.”

“Otherwise engaged with what?”

“Security, of course. With all the house scions gathered in Tir Bereth, it is more important than ever to patrol the skies and ensure that none of our enemies attempt to take advantage of the situation. Our southern neighbor grows more belligerent by the month, and since the Council of Wyrms is either unwilling or unable to enforce discipline, I wanted our wyverns in the sky as a deterrent.”

Kyriel scoffed. “You don’t expect me to believe that, do you? There are hundreds of Skywatch riders in Lostrien, and all I asked for was a simple scouting patrol. By the bloody void, even one wyvern would have been better than nothing. You blatantly ignored my command!”

“I didn’t ignore it. In fact, I was about to give the order before the Tasting ceremony. But then I spoke with my father, and he convinced me to reconsider.”

“Your father does not command the Skywatch.”

“No, I do. He merely reminded me of that.” Theovar’s face turned to stone. “The wyverns of House Windsong have loyally served Lostrien for millenia, and we would be proud to continue doing so for many millennia to come…but only if our service is respected and rewarded.”

Kyriel felt a chill on the back of her neck, as if a skeletal hand were closing around her throat. “So you aren’t going to bother doing your job anymore unless I declare you my consort? Is that it?”

“It is our turn,” Theovar said. “It is my turn.”

“There are no turns! Only the strongest scion is worthy of being consort.”

“I am the strongest! I’m the youngest Sky-Commander in Lostrien history, and I’ve spent decades fighting and bleeding for our people. Gnolls, Tirzak, House Bastrel, House Mandar…I’ve helped your mother fight them all.”

“But you don’t have the Blood. The human does.”

Theovar’s jaw clenched behind his cheeks. “Please tell me you don’t believe that.”

“It’s not a matter of belief,” Kyriel said. “The Blood Mother will confirm the reading in a few hours.”

“Perhaps, perhaps not,” he replied coolly. “But no matter what she claims, House Windsong will not allow the Vaz Gorati to lead us all to ruin.”

“What does that mean?” Kyriel asked. “Are you threatening Mother Sianeth? I could have you thrown into the dungeon for less.”

Theovar’s eyes simmered. “Why are you defending this lunacy? I would have thought that you’d be the first to challenge the reading. Do you actually plan to allow this human to befoul you?”

“I…”

Kyriel balled her hands into fists at her sides. When she closed her eyes, she could imagine the power of the human’s seed on her tongue, just like at the Tasting and then again when she’d kissed Vinarys. As difficult as it was to admit to herself, she no longer had any doubts about the human’s blood legacy. The only question was whether or not she would be willing to mate with him.

A human who would wither and die before her mother even finished her term as Sovereign. A human who could give her dragon children, who would only have half an Avetharri lifespan at best.

“I didn’t think so,” Theovar said quietly. “So why are you fighting this, Kyri? Help me understand.”

Kyriel turned away, her stomach roiling. She had spent the last three days listening to Vinarys’s stories about the human and ruminating about the future, but the fundamental truth hadn’t changed from the moment the acolytes had declared him a dragon. The Tasting had failed, and war between the houses seemed inevitable.

“There’s no solution here,” she said quietly as she looked out the tower window again.

“What are you talking about?” Theovar asked. “Of course there’s a solution—I’m standing right here.”

“Except we both know that not all the houses will accept you as consort, either. That was the whole point of the Tasting—no political favorites, only the truth of the blood.” Kyriel forced herself to swallow. “Well, we discovered the truth…but no one wants to hear it.”

“Truth is nothing more than a synonym for power,” Theovar said. “Power that you and I could take. We’ll have plenty of support—Windsong, Valostri, Starmantle, and probably Lethowyn in the Drakenmire, too. Even if the others protest, they won’t be able to do anything about it, not if we control all the central provinces.”

“It could still lead to war.”

“If you choose the human, it will lead to war,” he said. “But this time, you won’t have House Windsong wyverns guarding the skies. House Valostri will stand alone.”

Theovar stepped close enough to place his hand on her shoulder. “I suggest you think about that, Your Highness, not whether the mantis men in the mountains have a few more sorcerers than we expected. The future is ours to claim. All you have to do is convince your mother to make the right choice.”

Kyriel slapped his hand away and glared at him, but he stared right back. He truly believed that he had all the leverage here, and he kept the same smug look on his face while he turned and left the room.

She closed her eyes and swore under her breath once he was gone. She had come here today to distract herself while waiting for the Blood Mother’s judgment, but instead she’d just confirmed what her mother already knew. War between the houses was inevitable no matter which path they chose.

Unless I can give them all a new threat to worry about.

Kyriel bit down on her lip. One of the most durable truths throughout recorded history was that nothing united the Empire like a common threat. Rogue noble houses, Chol infestations, Godsworn plots against the dragons…

And the Tirzak.

It had been over a thousand years since the mantis swarms had posed a significant threat to Lostrien, to the point that most people, even military ones that should know better like Theovar, dismissed the mantis warriors out of hand. And it was clearer than ever that her report about new Tirzak channelers hadn’t changed anything.

But if she could bring back proof—real, tangible proof—then maybe it would have a greater effect. At this point, Kyriel doubted that the affirmation of a Blood Mother would make the Great Houses accept a dustborn dragon or his claim to her womb, but maybe that didn’t matter. Maybe the correct strategy here was to give everyone something else to worry about, something so pressing they couldn’t afford to ignore it.

It wasn’t a long term solution to the problem, obviously, but it might buy them more time to figure out what to do. In the end, that might be the best she could do.

Focusing her mind, Kyriel sent a silent call through the walls of the Pale. A few moments later, Duatha materialized next to her, his spectral eyes looking up at her expectantly.

“We’re heading back to the mountains,” she said. “And we’re going to finish what we started.”


7
The Threat


After Vinarys escorted me back to my chambers, I spent the next hour trying to mentally conjure up a way out of this mess. The trouble was that I was a soldier, not a highborn courtier, and I wasn’t particularly good at handling problems that couldn’t be solved with a sword or a spell. This all would have been so much easier if I could just fight the other competitors on the floor of the Parthanex.

But before I could spend too much time worrying about it, there was a knock on my door. My first thought was that Liawen had returned with a midday meal, but the visitor turned out to be Vinarys again. And somehow, she looked even more haunted than after the Blood Mother had contradicted her reading.

“What is it now?” I asked once she slipped inside and closed the door behind her. “Are the house patriarchs already tearing each other apart?”

“Not yet,” she said as she nibbled anxiously at her lip. “But we have a new problem. It’s about Princess Kyriel.”

“Is she as upset about this as everyone else?”

“She doesn’t know about it yet. I went to her chambers to tell her about Sianeth’s reading, but she wasn’t there. Apparently she and one of her Wyrmguards took a quick trip to Tari Barad this morning.”

I frowned. It felt like a month had passed since I’d been training the new Aetherblades at the Legion garrison, but somehow it had only been a few days.

“Why would she have gone there?” I asked.

“I’m not sure. But apparently she spoke to one of the officers, then disappeared. Her bodyguard has no idea where she went.”

My stomach tightened as if someone had stepped on my ribs. “Disappeared? How is that possible?”

“The princess has…unique abilities,” Vinarys said. “Abilities that aren’t commonly known, even among the Wyrmguard. It’s not the first time she’s managed to give them the slip.”

The priestess flicked her wrist dismissively. “The details aren’t important right now. What matters is that I know where she went, and I need to get her back to the palace as soon as possible—preferably before her mother or anyone else realizes what she’s done.”

“I don’t understand,” I said, more confused than ever. “What in the bloody void is going on? Why would the princess run off like that?”

“Kyriel isn’t the type of girl who will sit on her hands while decisions are made for her. The last few days likely made her stir crazy. She always needs to be doing something. In this case, she was probably checking in on the Skywatch and the Veldrachi Rangers to see if they’d learned anything about the Tirzak in the Garothi Peaks.”

I nodded, recalling what she’d told me about a potential infestation earlier. “You think she got bad news?”

“From what I can tell, there isn’t any news at all,” Vinarys said. “The Skywatch never scouted the peaks, and House Windsong had withdrawn all their wyverns to just outside the city. They must think it will give them leverage over the Sovereign during the negotiations. If I had to guess, Kyriel learned about that and decided to take matters into her own hands.”

“Now?” I asked. “While all this is going on?”

“Like I said, she’s not very good at being idle. But she’s also convinced that a common threat might be the only way to prevent or at least delay a war. I wouldn’t put it past her to try and get the answers herself.”

I pushed my tongue into the back of my teeth. There was some logic to that idea, but the timing couldn’t have been worse…

“Let me get this straight,” I said. “She’s convinced that there’s an entire clutch of Tirzak hiding in the mountains, and she went there to stop them all by herself? Is she mad?”

“Just confident. And headstrong. And maybe a little foolish.”

“A little?”

“It depends on her mood,” Vinarys muttered. “But frankly, the Tirzak aren’t my biggest concern. The leader of almost every Great House is in the city right now, and Sianeth has already told them that you aren’t a dragon. That means they’re all in competition for the princess’s First Mating again, and I’m not convinced that any of them will be willing to lose gracefully. In fact, I’m sure that most of them won’t. And if she’s not in the palace and under the direct protection of the Sovereign…”

My jaw clenched. “You think they’ll try to kidnap her?”

“I don’t know what they’ll do, that’s the problem. But their reaction won’t be good, we can be certain of that. Every house has a contingent of soldiers in the city for the Tasting. We’re sitting on a pile of kindling here, and I don’t think it will take much to ignite it. We have to bring her back.”

“We?” I asked. “Just the two of us?”

“The more people know what’s going on, the more likely the Great Houses will learn she’s run off,” Vinarys said. “I would gladly go alone, but I’m a priestess, not a fighter. If she’s gotten herself in trouble with the Tirzak, there’s not much I can do.”

She paused, and a trace of her usual sly smile returned. “Besides, you’re a man. Haven’t you always dreamed of being asked to save a princess?”

I snorted, then cast a glance at the door. “I’d be happy to help, but I don’t think the Wyrmguard will let me out of this room, let alone the palace.”

“Leave that to me, darling,” Vinarys said. “I’ll fetch your gear and make some other arrangements. Once I get back, we can sneak away. By the time anyone realizes we’re gone, they won’t be able to do anything about it.”

I nodded idly, wondering how she planned to lug my Legion armor through the palace without attracting suspicion. Though realistically, that might end up being the smallest obstacle we’d face. The palace was filled with Wyrmguard soldiers, and I had no clue how she planned to avoid them all…

“Just hang tight for a little longer,” Vinarys said. “I’ll be back before you know it.”
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The minutes while Vinarys was gone crawled by at an absolutely glacial pace. I kept expecting to hear a fight break out in the halls or perhaps even in the palace courtyard. If the political situation was truly as unstable as she and the Sovereign feared, then it seemed like only a matter of time before tempers got out of hand. If I were her, I would have been conducting all negotiations outside while in my full dragon form, if only to remind the house scions who and what they were dealing with.

Perhaps another hour later, the priestess returned. She didn’t bother to knock this time, either; she simply opened the door and waved me closer.

“Everything’s ready,” Vinarys said, looking far more composed than she had earlier. “But we need to move quickly.”

She reopened the door, and as expected, one of the Wyrmguard soldiers was standing outside.

“Priestess?” he asked while looking suspiciously at me. “Can I help you with something?”

“Oh, there’s no need to trouble yourself,” Vinarys replied with a casual wave of her hand. “I was going to take our guest out for a bit of fresh air.”

She took my hand and tried to drag me along behind her, but the blue armored man instantly shuffled over to block our path.

“I’m sorry, my lady, but that won’t be possible,” he said. “The Dragon Sovereign has decreed that the morshir is not to leave the palace under any circumstances.”

“It’s just air, darling. I wasn’t planning to take him on vacation to Anar Dol.”

“Regardless, Priestess, I’m afraid that Sovereign Alessara’s orders were quite clear,” the man insisted. “If you or the morshir require something else, I am certain that one of the palace servants can fetch it for you.”

She sighed, then planted a hand on her hip. “You know, I was really hoping that you Wyrmguard boys would be reasonable. Since you aren’t, I’ll have to do this.”

Vinarys touched her amulet, and the emerald within suddenly began to glow. At the same time, I felt a surge of Aetheric energy course through her.

“You’re going to let us go past you into the hall, and then you’re going to forget that you ever saw us,” she said, staring hard at the Wyrmguard. “As far as you’re concerned, we’re still in his chambers getting to know each other better. Later, you’ll even comment to one of your friends that you could hear me enjoying myself. Do you understand?”

“I…yes, I understand,” the man stuttered.

“Good.”

She kept her gaze locked on his for a few more seconds, then promptly took my hand and led me down the hall at a brisk pace. The Wyrmguard didn’t follow.

“I’ve never heard of Vaz Gorati blood magic doing anything like that,” I whispered as we moved.

“Strictly speaking, that wasn’t blood magic,” Vinarys said. She came to a halt at the end of the corridor, then peered around to ensure we were alone. “Just a little trick I picked up over the years.”

She tugged me along behind her, and we raced across the hall to a large wooden door. She quickly unlocked it with a key from her belt, revealing a narrow set of stairs on the other side.

“Seemed like charm magic to me,” I said, following her down. “I thought that was as illegal as shadow magic.”

“That depends on how it is used and the general mood of the Grand Magister on a given day,” Vinarys said. “But I’ve always had an affinity for it, just like you and throwing rocks with earth magic.”

I snorted and glanced around. This stairwell seemed like it was rarely if ever used, and the only current source of light came from the green glow of her necklace. Whatever she’d done had made it significantly brighter than before.

“A lot of people don’t seem to trust the Vaz Gorati already,” I said. “What if they realized you also had charm magic?”

“Most of us don’t. And before you worry about it, no, I’ve never used it on you.”

“Would I know if you had?” I asked.

“Probably not,” she admitted, coming to a halt on the steps. “But do you really believe I needed magic to convince you to spend three days fucking me in every position we could think of?”

“I suppose not.”

“I didn’t think so. Now come along, darling, we still have a long way to go before we’re in the clear.”

Having close to zero knowledge of the palace layout, I followed closely in her footsteps. I did my best to try and remember details, however—not merely the turns and the number of footsteps, but the scenery and noises and everything else. We eventually ended up in what I could only assume was some kind of escape tunnel for the Sovereign’s family. Tir Bereth had never fallen to any enemy that I was aware of, but based on the lack of cobwebs and general state of cleanliness, it still seemed as if it got used somewhat frequently. I wondered distantly if this may have been one of the ways Princess Kyriel slipped away from her guards.

The tunnel eventually led into an underground cavern so vast that my footsteps echoed as loudly as if I were standing in one of the huge canyons of the Andolus Drylands. I summoned a spark of arcane magic in my hand to help light the way, but it didn’t come anywhere close to reaching the walls.

“What is this place?” I asked, wincing at it how loud my voice sounded in the empty space.

“One of the only locations where the dragons of Lostrien can be themselves,” Vinarys said. “Thousands of years ago, when all the Great Houses were led by their own dragon, they used to congregate here like the Council of Wyrms. I believe Sovereign Alessara’s last private meeting with Lord Bastrel happened here.”

I looked around again, wishing I could see even a single wall. Though when I stretched out with my earth magic, I was able to get at least some sense of the scale she was talking about. The cavern had to be hundreds of yards wide in all directions.

“There’s also an old passage to the Underworld,” Vinarys said. “House Valostri has used it to keep in contact with the drow houses over the years, especially after so many of them left for Sulinor.”

I shivered involuntarily. The dark elves weren’t all that common on the surface, but I’d heard plenty of stories about the brutality of their empire beneath the surface. Supposedly, there was even a city somewhere beneath Lostrien—Ust Perya.

We crossed the cavern for what felt like half an epoch before we entered a rough, narrow passage that eventually took us back above ground somewhere in the middle of the Wyrmshade Forest outside the city. I knew parts of it reasonably well, but mostly in the southern section near Tari Barad. Nothing in this area looked remotely familiar.

“Our ride should be nearby,” Vinarys said. “Come on!”

She led us deeper into the forest for less than a minute before I spotted movement inside a clearing past a wall of oak trees. A wyvern was indeed waiting for us, and it had already been saddled in preparation.

My gait slowed as we approached. While the beast’s brown scales and draconic features weren’t quite as imposing as an actual dragon, they were pretty damn close. And when its huge barbed tail swished through the leaves—a tail that could inject poison strong enough to kill an ogre in a heartbeat, I stopped in my tracks altogether.

“Don’t worry, he’s harmless,” Vinarys soothed as she approached the beast. As if on cue, it immediately lowered its wing and sank to its belly so that she could mount it more easily. “Your armor and blade are in the equipment pack on the saddle.”

My eagerness to feel the comforting weight of my sword was almost enough to make me get closer, but I couldn’t stop looking at the wyvern’s tail.

“I’m not sure if you realize this, but legionaries aren’t Skywatch riders,” I told her. “I’ve never actually flown anywhere before.”

“All the more reason to get you to sprout your own wings as soon as possible,” Vinarys said as she climbed into the saddle with the same grace she’d used to mount me numerous times over the past few days. “You’re missing out.”

Taking a deep breath, I forced myself to start walking again. Though when the wyvern turned and looked at me with its yellow reptilian eyes, I came to an abrupt halt again.

“I promise he won’t sting, darling,” she said, giving me a wry smile. “I’ll even let you take the reins if you want.”

“I just told you that I’ve never flown anywhere before.”

“I know. But I prefer having a man in control whenever possible.”

I snorted. “Why is that?”

“Easier to blame them when something goes wrong.”

I scoffed as I moved over to the wing. The Aetherblades weren’t trained as cavalry, but I had plenty of experience on horseback as well as a few of the scaly, bird-like thresk from the Drylands. At the very least, I knew how to get into the saddle.

“The saddle is surprisingly comfortable,” Vinarys said, “but you may as well get suited up first.”

“Right,” I said, looking at the large equipment back clipped to the back of the saddle.

“Once you’re ready, we’ll get moving. The sooner we catch up to her, the better.”
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On foot, the trip from the Wyrmshade Forest to the Garothi Peaks would have taken a whole day, possibly more depending on the weather. But on the back of a wyvern, it took less than two hours.

But merely reaching the edge of the mountains was quite different than searching them. The peaks stretched over a huge area on the Lostrien/Abethaal border, and finding a single person in an area spanning thousands of square miles was unrealistic to say the least. But Vinarys insisted that she had the means of finding the princess, and she flew us into a lush, narrow valley that coiled through the western part of the Peaks like a green serpent. I spotted the crumbling ruins of an ancient tower, but there weren’t any other signs that this place had ever been settled, let alone recently.

After circling overhead a few times, she landed our wyvern in a sparse copse. I dismounted first, though I had to brace myself against the trunk of an old spruce to keep from losing my balance afterward. Vinarys may have been convinced that I was a dragon, but I certainly didn’t seem to have the legs—or stomach—for flying. The process of taking off had made my ears pop and my gut sink, and I’m not sure how long it would have taken me to adapt if I hadn’t been able to hold onto her for dear life.

Once I had adapted, though, the experience had been exhilarating. The sight of the forests and hills scrolling beneath us—terrain I’d walked over countless times—had been both breathtaking and humbling. The entire world seemed so much smaller from the sky, and I could only imagine how much more intense that feeling would get for Wyrm Lords stretching the wings of their dragon form for the first time.

Vinarys had let me bask in my awe for quite a while before she’s started talking about how she couldn’t wait to ride me, and how in the meantime we should really figure out a way to strap ourselves in and fuck in the saddle for fun. I still couldn’t quite decide if she was crazy, horny, or maybe the perfect combination of both. Either way, at least she made me smile.

The crisp, cool mountain air was definitely helping to settle my stomach, though it was a little harder to breathe than normal. It felt good to be outside beneath the sun again in general, and my leather cuirass had never felt so comfortable on my skin. I felt like a soldier again the moment I’d put it on, and the sensation made the last few days feel even more like a dream.

“It’s beautiful up here,” I commented once my head had stopped spinning. “I’m honestly surprised that none of the orc tribes have ever tried to settle in this valley.”

“It isn’t easy to reach,” Vinarys said. She cast a wary eye over the terrain as she hopped off the wyvern’s wing. “This is close to where Kyriel found them the last time, so I’m guessing she came back here.”

“You guess? You mean you don’t actually know?”

She shrugged. “I can’t imagine she would have started her search anywhere else.”

“You told me that you knew exactly where she went!”

“I never said ‘exactly.’ Your inferior human ears must have misheard that part.”

I pushed away from the spruce and glared at her. “This valley must cover hundreds of square miles! Having a vague idea where she went isn’t good enough.”

Vinarys raised her hands defensively. “There’s no need to panic. I have a means of tracking her that will probably work.”

“Probably?”

“You need to stop imagining all these adverbs, darling. It will work…assuming she’s used her magic recently.”

I sighed. Crazy, horny, and frustrating as hell—Vinarys really was the perfect woman. But right now, I kind of wanted to choke her, and not in a fun way.

“Just give me a moment,” the priestess said, placing two fingers on her dark emerald necklace. When she closed her eyes, the gemstone began to glow with a faint inner light just like back in the caverns beneath the palace. I could sense the magical energy stirring inside it, but something about it seemed…strange. I had never sensed an Aetheric echo quite like it before.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“It’s…well, it’s difficult to explain. But we’re in luck: Kyriel and her companion were here not long ago.”

“Companion? You think she brought someone else from Tari Barad with her?”

“Not exactly,” Vinarys said as her eyes fluttered back open. “That’s also difficult to explain, and we don’t have a lot of time. The trail is faint, so we need to get moving.”

I frowned suspiciously, wondering what she wasn’t telling me. She was always cheeky, but she had never been this evasive before…

But she had already started walking ahead, and badgering her about the details would only distract us both. If the Tirzak were out here in large numbers, then we needed to be alert at all times.

“Wait,” I said, jogging over to her. “Here.”

Drawing in a deep breath, I reached out to the Aether and sculpted an invisible suit of Aetheric armor around her body as well as mine. The spell wouldn’t be quite as strong with its energy distributed across two people, but it would hopefully be enough to protect her against a Tirzak javelin or throwing blade.

“Make sure you stay close to me,” I told her, drawing my own sword. “Behind me, if possible.”

Vinarys didn’t hesitate to let me take the lead. If anything, she seemed almost excited at the prospect.

“If only we had a saddle so I could put my arms around you this time,” she said as she maneuvered behind me. “But don’t worry, I’ll tug your leash if you’re headed in the wrong direction.”

I still had no idea how her amulet worked or if its tracking ability was accurate, but we started moving through the valley nonetheless. We found the princess’s wyvern a few minutes later—she had left her mount in a cluster of trees like we had, though the great scaly beast had moved out of the shade to a place where he could lie down and bask in the summer sunlight.

I remained amazed at how well the Skywatch had domesticated what were otherwise such dangerous and capricious creatures, because the wyvern didn’t panic in the slightest as we approached. It reacted quite well to Vinarys in fact, who moved over to stroke its head and whisper something to it in an Elvish dialect I didn’t understand.

“I told you the princess would be here,” Vinarys said. “Tavagros says she didn’t leave all that long ago, though I don’t trust his perception of time all that well.”

“You can speak to it?” I asked.

“Not exactly, but close enough. Wyverns are smarter than horses and panthers and dustborn, but not quite as clever as leophons.”

I blinked. “Did you just say—?”

“Come on,” she said, interrupting me and taking my hand. “We might still be able to catch up with her if we hurry.”

We accelerated our pace as we continued, and I was amazed that Vinarys could keep up despite the utterly impractical heels on her boots. They didn’t seem to slow her down at all, in fact, even in patches of mud and rock. Most of that was probably due to her natural elven grace, though I could also sense her channeling Aetheric energy into her body. Vaz Gorati blood magic was supposed to be able to greatly enhance stamina, speed, and agility.

I tried to keep us near trees or in the underbrush whenever possible while we continued through the valley. I may not have been a ranger or a Legion scout, but I had enough military experience fighting the Tirzak to know how dangerous it would be to stand out in the open if they had hunters combing the area. I didn’t see any obvious tracks, however, from the princess or the mantis warriors or anyone else. But Vinarys insisted that we were headed in the right direction, so we continued onward nonetheless.

After perhaps two miles, the terrain became significantly more rocky, to the point that we had precious little cover available aside from the occasional boulder and cluster of trees. Though that also meant there weren’t many places for the Tirzak to hide, and I kept us away from likely ambush points whenever I could. Unfortunately, the princess’s trail apparently led straight into a narrow, rocky gulch which the most inexperienced Legion recruit would recognize as the perfect place for a trap.

“We can’t go down there,” I said, coming to a halt and pulling Vinarys behind a cluster of rocks that weren’t nearly large or protective enough for my liking.

“That’s where the trail leads,” she told me. “And it’s getting stronger—Kyriel must have used her magic recently.”

I stretched out through the Aether again, but I didn’t sense any lingering traces of its use. That didn’t necessarily mean anything. The Aether was a big ocean, and even the most powerful channeler couldn’t sense the movement of every fish that was swimming around. But we were close enough that I would have expected to feel something, even just a few stray ripples here and there.

“There could be dozens of Tirzak hidden on either or both sides of the ridge,” I said. “I’d never order my unit to march through there unless the scouts had combed the area first.”

Vinarys started to lean up and peer around the rock, but I grabbed her shoulder and held her in place.

“They can throw those blades of theirs much farther than you think,” I warned.

“We have to get to her somehow,” Vinarys said, looking flustered—and perhaps a tiny bit excited—when I held her down so forcefully.

“I know. But we need to be smart about it.”

Gritting my teeth, I concentrated on bolstering my Aetheric armor as I leaned out of our cover and studied the gulch again. The ridgeline on the north was higher than the one on the south, though not by a great deal, and I didn’t see any obvious way to get up there without some awkward climbing. The southern ridge looked easier to reach, and it had plenty of trees and other rocky outcroppings that would give us decent cover.

“I don’t suppose you could teach me how to use that amulet of yours?” I asked. “Because it would be much safer for you if I do this alone.”

“I’m afraid not,” Vinarys said, rubbing the dark emerald between her fingers. “It’s attuned to me. No one else can use it.”

“I was afraid you were going to say that,” I muttered. “Then we’ll head along the southern ridge and see what we find. If we do stumble into any Tirzak, I want you to stay low and do exactly what I say. Do you understand?”

Vinarys nodded. I hated the idea of putting her at risk like this, but we didn’t seem to have any other options. I held out hope that the princess was out here by herself, but I wouldn’t have been willing to bet even a single silver drake on that outcome. The Tirzak were definitely around somewhere.

“Let’s go,” I said, moving out from cover and starting forward. Vinarys stayed close behind me as we made our way up onto the southern ridgeline. At first, the terrain was rough but passable, but it eventually smoothed out into a long stretch of dirt. It was so soft that I wondered if they’d gotten rain this morning, but I hadn’t seen any other signs of that during the rest of our trip. No pools of water, no wet leaves, no patches of mud…

The farther we moved along the ridge, the higher my hackles raised. I swore that I could feel someone watching us, but I couldn’t figure out where they were hiding until I noticed another large and suspiciously soft patch of dirt ahead of us, as if someone had dug a hole and spread the soil around.

“Oh, shit,” I hissed, coming to an abrupt halt. “They’re underground.”

“What?” Vinarys gasped.

“Come on, we need to—”

But it was already too late. The soil directly in front of me ruptured, and a Tirzak hunter emerged from within, all four of his hands holding weapons of different shapes and sizes. I barely had time to ready my blade and parry his two-handed chop with an ax, and that still left my torso wide open for his other dagger-wielding arms to stab. Without my Aetheric armor, the mantis warrior would have gutted me like a fish right then and there, but the magical barrier was able to blunt the impact of its strikes enough that they didn’t break flesh.

The Tirzak seemed as surprised as I was that he hadn’t killed me outright, and I capitalized on his momentary hesitation by twisting my arms and slamming the pommel of my weapon into the side of his head. The blow staggered him for another heartbeat, which was just enough time for me to reach out to the Aether, grab hold of one of the large rocks the mantis had dislodged, and slam it into the creature’s chest with all the magical might I could muster. The crunch of its carapace echoed between the ridgelines, though it was soon drowned out by the hunter’s friends.

Because there were a lot of them.

Dozens of Tirzak warriors and hunters burst free from the soil on both sides of the gulch, most brandishing various melee weapons and nearly all holding either bows or their strange star-shaped throwing knives. And as if that weren’t enough, I also heard the strange buzzing cacophony of females joining them. Six of them soared up from within the gulch, their wings and spindly bodies distinguishing them from the males.

Vinarys shrieked, and I barely had time to throw myself in front of her before the Tirzak females lifted their long blowguns and unleashed a barrage of darts in our direction. Once again, my Aetheric armor saved my life—most of the darts deflected off the invisible barrier, though one punched through enough that my leather cuirass had to stop it instead. I was lucky the stinger had broken off, otherwise the Tirzak venom would have left me paralyzed and helpless.

“Stay down!” I warned her. I couldn’t possibly defend her or myself from every direction at once; my only chance was to limit the enemy’s angle of attack.

Reaching out to the Aether again, I slammed my first into the ground and used my earth magic to shape a wall of rock around us. The necessity of haste prevented me from making it as tall or as sturdy as I would have liked, but it encased us on three sides, effectively creating a bottleneck where the Tirzak could only realistically attack me from one direction unless they climbed or flew over it. The wall went up just in time to stop the first barrage of arrows from across the gulch, and I stayed crouched as several Tirzak warriors rushed forward to engage me.

The first was too reckless for its own good. He tried to skewer me with a spear through the open part of my wall, but I was able to twist my body away from the lunge and bring my sword down right in the center of his head. I split his carapace wide open, spraying my armor and the rock surrounding me with gore and triggering another horrified shriek from Vinarys.

The next set of mantis warriors weren’t as foolish. They hesitated before attacking, apparently realizing that trying to squeeze inside my stone palisade would only play to my advantage. They kept their distance but held their spears outward, content to wait for me to make the next move and leave my cover to attack them. I had no intention of doing that, of course—if they were going to kill us, I intended to at least make them work for it.

Unfortunately, there was nothing I could do about the flyers. While the warriors waited to strike, the females ascended high enough to get above my wall, and they unleashed another barrage of darts. I half crouched this time, trying to minimize my silhouette while still protecting Vinarys as best I could. My Aetheric armor was once again up to the challenge of stopping the few darts that struck their target, but it couldn’t keep it up forever. Between shielding us both and maintaining the wall of stone, I was at a severe risk of overchanneling. I could already feel the first pangs of the Flensing nibbling at my arms, and it was only a matter of time before the tingle turned into a burn. At that point, I would lose control of the magic…

And we would both be dead.

I wanted to tell Vinarys to run, but there was nowhere to go. We were quite literally surrounded and there was no possible way that I could fight off so many bugs on my own. The best we could do was sit here and try to kill as many of them as possible before they took us down.

I pushed the grim thought out of my mind as one of the Tirzak spearmen lunged, forcing me to parry the blow before he skewered me. The mantis man didn’t overcommit; he pulled back and waited a few seconds before trying again. He was probably just trying to keep my attention while the females loaded more darts into their blowguns. I grit my teeth, wondering if it might be safer to leap forward and engage closer before they shot at me again…

But apparently the females weren’t the ones I needed to worry about. I spotted another Tirzak behind the warriors pinning us into the palisade. This one wasn’t carrying any weapons, but he was hovering several feet off the ground despite the fact he was a male and didn’t possess wings. I could feel the magical gathering around him like an angry tempest, and his hands flashed with golden light as he unleashed a beam of coruscating energy in our direction.

The blast shattered my makeshift wall like a radiant hammer, and the force of the explosion sent both of us tumbling rapidly toward the ridgeline above the gulch. Vinarys would have gone flying over the edge if I hadn’t grabbed her arm at the last instant. I only managed to stop my own momentum by dropping my sword, slamming my free hand into the dirt, and using my earth magic to hold it firm like an anchor.

Pain shot through both my arms as I tried to hold us in place. The gulch was easily over fifty feet deep at this point, more than enough to shatter every bone in our bodies if we fell off. But holding on was only delaying the inevitable—without the wall, I had no way to defend us from the swarm bearing down upon us. I had lost concentration on my Aether armor, and I could see the abject terror in Vinarys’s eyes as she looked up at me and clung to my arm for dear life.

Glancing back, I saw one of the Tirzak warriors moving toward me, its huge bone ax ready to chop me in half and send us both into oblivion’s embrace….

But the Tirzak never had a chance to swing his weapon. A black arrow struck him squarely in his torso, and tendrils of dark magic sprouted from the wound and constricted him like shadowy serpents. The Tirzak let out a shrill, discordant shriek before his entire body withered right in front of me. Soon all that remained was an empty, desiccated husk, as if I had stumbled upon a mummified corpse in an ancient ruin.

What in the bloody void…?

Before I could recover from my confusion, another black arrow streaked across the gulch, but this one exploded in a ball of haunting green fire right next to the cluster of flying females. The eerie flames engulfed their bodies, but it didn’t seem to burn them as much as drain them. Within seconds, two of them fell out of the sky, their bodies devoid of life, while a third spiraled wildly in the air before finally crashing to the ground as well.

Snapping out of my momentary stasis, I turned my head and finally spotted the archer perched high on the other side of the gulch. She was too far away to see clearly, but her bow pulsed with the same shadowy energy as the arrows it loosed, and her right arm was covered in glowing green tattoos the same color as the draining flame. My first thought was that one of the arcane archers from the Veldrachi Rangers had miraculously arrived to help us, but when the wind caught hold of her blond braids, I belatedly realized that we had instead found the woman we were looking for.

Dragon Princess Kyriel.

My jaw dropped open, and if we weren’t in the middle of a fight for our lives, I could have easily laid there gawking at her strange and frankly disturbing powers. But my combat instincts kicked in again, and while Kyriel launched more deadly black arrows at the Tirzak, I clenched my teeth and tried to pull Vinarys back up onto the ledge with me. Normally, it would have taken an extreme amount of effort to hoist another person up with one arm, even a woman who couldn’t have possibly weighed more than a hundred and twenty pounds soaking wet. But in the heat of battle with our lives on the line, I had her up on top of me in the span of a few seconds.

And just in time, too. Another Tirzak warrior was racing toward us, four jagged bone blades ready to strike. Without my blade, I had no conventional means of defense…though with the shards of my rock wall scattered all around us, I didn’t need one. With the Aether surging through me, I magically picked up and hurled the largest fragment of stone into the Tirzak with enough force to crack open its chest cavity. And while it writhed on the ground gasping for breath, I used the same channeling technique to throw more shards at the remaining flyers. I didn’t knock any of the females out of the sky, but I did force them to scatter and hopefully buy the princess more time to shoot them with her shadow arrows.

“Stay down!” I warned, reaching out to retrieve my sword. The moment my hand closed around the grip, I felt Vinarys clutching desperately at my other arm. I whipped my head back around to look at her, fearing she’d been wounded, but then I felt a rush of energy as she channeled her power into my body.

For the past few days, her magic had served exactly one purpose: getting me hard and ready to spill on her again as quickly and copiously as possible. But this time, the rush of power surged through my muscles rather than my manhood. I could feel the energy coursing through me, setting my blood aflame and making my heart thump wildly in my chest. My vision sharpened, and my breaths turned heavy. It was as if she had turned me into an animal rather than a man…

And I was ready to unleash my fury. Vaulting to my feet, I launched myself at the nearest Tirzak warrior, slicing his bone spear in half with one chop and then liberating his head from his shoulders with another. A second one charged at me, his spear out and at the ready. Yet despite the fact that Tirzak were normally strong and agile, dodging this warrior’s thrusts seemed almost trivial. It was as if he were moving underwater while I was completely unrestricted.

I bashed the pommel of my weapon into its chest cavity as I avoided an attack, hoping to drive the warrior backward. But somehow, my strike cracked open its normally hard carapace as if I had struck it with a maul. I effortlessly hacked the Tirzak down a second later.

I had never felt such an innervating rush before, and it would have been incredibly easy to lose myself in the haze of battle. But I reminded myself that the real threat there was the enemy channeler, and I focused my attention on the hovering Tirzak about twenty feet away.

The creature fired a radiant blast in the princess’s direction, forcing her to roll along the ridge, but it was already shifting its attention back to me. I sprinted forward over the corpses I’d created, but even with Vinarys’s blood magic augmenting my strength, there was no way I could cover the distance between us in time. Instead, I reached out with my magic to grab more rocks to hurl in his direction, hoping I could disrupt him a little longer.

But they never struck their target. The rocks smashed into an invisible barrier protecting the channeler—the same Aetheric armor I had used to protect myself and Vinarys. The floating Tirzak then pointed its hand in my direction and unleashed yet another radiant blast.

With my own Aetheric armor gone, the blast should have killed me. The golden beam burned through my leather cuirass with ease, and the skin beneath should have melted just as easily. But while there was an intense flash of searing heat in my torso, the only pain I felt was from my arms and back smashing into the ground when the force of the impact knocked me over. And when I looked down at the black, smoldering hole in the center of my cuirass, I didn’t see any scorched flesh beneath. In fact, I didn’t see any flesh at all.

Only a thick patch of golden scales.

At first, I thought I might have been hallucinating, or that the sheer brightness of the radiant assault had seared a golden afterimage into my vision. But when I clutched at my chest, I discovered that the scales were very real…and that they appeared to be spreading over the back of my left hand as well.

The Tirzak channeler chittered frantically when it realized I wasn’t dead, and its hands began to glow with magical power as it prepared to unleash another assault. I didn’t know if these scales would save me again or not, but I had no intention of finding out. Rolling back to my feet, I sprinted forward and lunged at the enemy.

The mantis didn’t have a chance. With Vinarys’s blood magic still churning through me, I moved faster than humanly possible, and my blade shattered through its Aetheric armor and split its skull in half with a single violent chop. I barely noticed the spray of blood and chitin, because multiple arrows and throwing knives struck me at the same moment I kicked over the channeler’s corpse. They should have ripped open my flesh as surely as the spell should have burned it away, but they all bounced off my body as harmlessly as if I were a stone golem.

Or a dragon.

I couldn’t think clearly enough to process what was happening, not with my heart pounding from the rush of battle and my blood pumping thanks to Vinarys’s magic. All I could do was fight, and I did so without remorse. I screamed as I charged into another group of Tirzak, my voice sounding deep and dark and utterly inhuman. As I carved through bone and carapace, bouncing between foes like a raging ball of destruction, I realized the enemy looked smaller and smaller by the moment. I towered over the Tirzak as I cut them down one after another…

They didn’t flee, even when the rocks were bathed in their ochre blood. The females didn’t retreat, either, though their efforts would have been futile with Kyriel’s shadowy arrows picking them out of the sky. I had no concept of how much time had passed, only that I found myself wishing there were more enemies to carve through. But the battle was already over.

My destiny, however, had only just begun.


8
Face to Face


“By the Goddess, I knew it! You are a dragon!”

The fear which had marred Vinarys’s delicate features mere moments earlier had been replaced by what I could only describe as awe. For my part, I was simply confused…and suddenly very exhausted.

I could feel my heart pounding in my chest as I dropped to a knee beside her. The blood magic she’d infused me with must have been fading, and my body was starting to ache like the morning after a brutal hike through the Drylands. The golden scales on my arms seemed to be gradually receding, and I had no idea how to stop it…or even if I should.

A dragon. A human dragon.

“No one will be able to deny it now,” Vinarys said, reaching out to touch my forearm where my flesh had returned to normal. “Not even the house patriarchs!”

I swallowed heavily and shielded my eyes as I looked across the gulch. Having felled the last of the Tirzak, Princess Kyriel was making her way around the ridgeline to reach us. And as she drew closer, I got my first real look at her.

Despite all the murals and paintings, despite the description from her best friend, I still wasn’t prepared to behold her raw beauty. And some of that was because she seemed like two different women at the same time.

The first was a bold warrior clad in supple leather armor that left her toned arms and flat stomach bare. The brilliant green vatari tattoos running down the length of her right bicep and forearm almost made her look like a Dal’Rethi Blade Dancer, though I was under the impression that theirs were normally blue. Her bow was also unlike anything I had ever seen, both in its design and its function. The sleek black wood was shaped with a heavy recurve for added power and mobility at the expense of range, but it didn’t appear to have a bowstring attached to the limbs.

The second woman I saw—the one beneath the trappings of a ranger—was precisely what I had expected from both art and legend. A mere glance at her statuesque figure would be enough to trigger unquenchable lust in men and bitter jealousy in women. Her eyes may as well have been blue topazes with the way they sparkled in the sunlight, and combined with her high cheekbones and full lips, she really did look a great deal like her mother. I wasn’t sure if I had ever imagined a prettier face, let alone seen one in person.

Throughout history, the male scions of the Great Houses had quite literally fought and died for the honor of breeding the female dragons of House Valostri. Even if she had been hideous, the competition to become her First Mate would have been intense. But now that I had witnessed her beauty in person, I realized the situation might have been more dire than we realized. Because Princess Kyriel wasn’t simply the type of woman that men fought over.

She was the type of woman that men would be willing to destroy Empires for.

“Your Highness,” I greeted, lowering my head since I was already kneeling to catch my breath.

“Faarea,” the princess whispered. She was also breathing heavily from exertion, and a thin glaze of sweat covered her bare arms and stomach. Her gaze seemed torn between searching for Tirzak survivors and studying my receding golden scales. “How…?”

I shook my head and looked down at my hand. “I don’t know,” I managed. “It just…happened.”

“We were right, Kyri!” Vinarys said. “Even the Blood Mother won’t be able to stop us now.”

Princess Kyriel stared at me for another moment, then turned to her friend and frowned. “The Blood Mother?” she asked as if belated remembering what else was supposed to happen today. “Didn’t she perform her reading this morning?”

“Sianeth declared that Sol wasn’t a dragon. The house scions are probably still in the palace debating the situation with your mother right now.”

“But that’s…” Kyriel looked at my fading scales again. “How could she possibly not know what he is?”

“She did know. She lied about it.” Vinarys took a deep breath, then brought herself to her feet. “We can talk about it on the way, but we need to get him back to Azureheart as soon as possible. They’ve surely figured out that we’re gone by now.”

Kyriel looked back and forth between us in confusion. “Why are the two of you here? How did you—?”

“Darling, there are times when I know you better than you know yourself,” Vinarys said. “Once you got it in your head that you could try to stop the fighting by identifying a common threat, there was nowhere else you could be.”

“I suppose not,” the princess whispered. She continued looking at my transformed flesh for another moment before sweeping her gaze around the gulch. “Well, the threat is real, I’m not the only one who knows about it now. There’s at least one new Tirzak clutch here in the Peaks, and they’re well-armed.”

“And they have channelers,” I said, gesturing to the body of the magic-wielding Tirzak I’d cut down. “Though I’ve never seen sorcery like that before.”

“Because it isn’t sorcery. It’s something else…something I can’t explain. I tracked them the same way I was able to track the last group. Their power leaves a trail within the…”

Kyriel trailed off, then glanced back over her shoulder to look at me.

“Within the Pale,” she finished quietly.

“The Pale?” I asked. “The shadow realm?”

“I told you that she has unusual powers,” Vinarys said, standing and moving to Kyriel’s side. “They will take some time to explain.”

The priestess placed one hand on the other woman’s tattoos and the other on her amulet. The dark emerald gradually began to glow the same color as the markings…and then, not long after, the princess’s tattoos turned blue like the Blade Dancer ones they had reminded me of earlier.

Kyriel closed her eyes and sighed softly, as if the process was some kind of healing magic. She gave Vinarys’s wrist an appreciative squeeze, then turned back to me.

“Are you familiar with the Sarodihm Kalefarr?” Kyriel asked. “Most people call them Godsworn.”

“I know what everyone knows, I suppose,” I said. “They’re a cult that worships the Old Gods and opposes the reign of the Wyrm Lords.”

Kyriel nodded. “There are many stories from across the Empire about them growing more powerful over the past century, and especially in the past few decades. It’s been a long time since anyone considered them a significant threat, but it’s said that they once possessed the means of contacting their imprisoned gods within the Pale. Some were even able to channel the divine power of the Old Gods in a limited way.”

I looked back at the Tirzak corpse. “You think that’s what this one was doing? I didn’t think Tirzak worshipped the Old Gods.”

“They don’t, or at least they never have before. But it’s the only explanation I can think of. When I tracked them down earlier, I could see energy coming off them from within the Pale, almost like ribbons or tendrils reaching out to something in the distance.”

The princess sighed. “I know it sounds crazy, but if the Tirzak have a clutch in the mountains—and if they’re somehow connected to the Godsworn cult—we have to figure out what’s going on. And to do that, we’re going to need help.”

“Your mother needs to know about this,” Vinarys said. “And everyone needs to know about Sol.”

“Including me,” Kyriel whispered. Her blue eyes continued studying me, and for a moment I thought she might take a knee beside me. But she stopped herself and remained upright just as her leg started to bend. “It’s strange to think that you’ve been the focus of every conversation in the palace for days, but we weren’t allowed to meet.”

“I’ve had the same thought, Your Highness,” I replied, offering her a tight smile. “Somehow, it doesn’t seem right.”

“Few things do in the palace these days.” She didn’t quite smile back, but she did seem to relax slightly before she swept her gaze around the battlefield. “You’re a skilled fighter. It’s obvious how you won in the arena.”

“You’re quite skilled yourself,” I said, eyeing her strange bow. “I’ve never seen that kind of magic before, even from the arcane archers.”

“There are a lot of things about me that aren’t publicly known. Something else we have in common, I suppose.”

The princess paused for a moment, then offered me her hand. I looked at her in surprise, then eventually slid my fingers into hers. I was surprised by how strong her grip was as she helped me to my feet, and I wondered if it was a result of her dragon blood or her vatari tattoos.

“Vinarys told me that you joined the Blue Legion because my mother freed your people,” Kyriel said.

“Yes,” I confirmed.

“And despite everything, you’re still willing to fight for Lostrien?”

“The way I see it, nothing has changed,” I said. “If House Valostri falls, it’s only a matter of time before every dustborn in the province is back in chains. I have no intention of allowing that to happen.”

Kyriel nodded slowly. “I don’t know how things will play out when we get back to the palace. I don’t know if anyone will believe us when we warn them about the Tirzak threat or if the Great Houses will ever accept a human dragon. And I really don’t know if you and I are destined to be together like Vinarys seems to think.”

“Oh, you are,” the priestess said, glancing excitedly between us. “Just look at him, darling! And imagine how good it will feel when—”

“What I do know is that you’re a dragon,” the princess interrupted. “And I don’t believe that Lahara would give you such a gift without a reason. My family needs help. All of Lostrien needs help. So if you’re willing to fight at my side…”

Kyriel smiled. “Then I welcome the aid of a dragon centurion.”

To Be Continued
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Dragon Centurion will continue this July! 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.

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

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.

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

Sorekul Drakath: “Dragon Slayer” in the old tongue

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.

Vorskai: The human tribe living within the Vorsk Valley.

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.
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