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Prologue


Varellon was filled with breathtaking wonders, from the crystalline spires of Tir Lanathel to the impenetrable forests of Falinor to the fiery volcanoes of Anar Dol. Talona, High Priestess of Illisaya the Eternal Lady, had seen each and every one, and yet she still considered Lahara’s Cradle the most beautiful of all. The lush valley oasis was a true haven for life amidst a land being consumed by an unstoppable drought, and the splendrous city nestled within—Tel Kithas—was one of the largest and most fortified settlements in the Empire.

Yet here, viewed from behind the walls of the Pale, the valley oasis looked utterly dead and lifeless. Everything was stripped of color, from the verdant trees to the crystal blue lake to the seven gilded spires rising defiantly into the sky. The air was as stale as a crypt and as cold as a winter morning. Shadows and silence reigned, since there was no sun to cast light and nothing alive to speak.

“It is time, little dragon,” Talona sneered at the bloody, broken man standing next to her. “Are you prepared to claim your birthright?”

Krynn Mandar’s eyes were vacant as he looked out upon the shadowy visage of the city—his city up until mere hours earlier, when he had been slain atop the battlements of Sethuil. Talona’s healing magic was holding his battered body together, though it wouldn’t last much longer once they returned to the physical world.

Not that it would need to. His task was nearly complete.

“What…what is happening?” Krynn asked in a rasp, his head wobbling as if he could barely hold it upright. “What is the meaning of this?”

“I’ve brought you home,” Talona said. “Here, you will find peace.”

Taking his hand, she continued moving forward through the dark reflection of Tel Kithas. They passed shadowy building after shadowy building, all devoid of life. Every once in a while, Talona would catch the faintest movement out of the corner of her eye. Demons, ravenous to feast upon her lifeforce, had been following her ever since she had entered the Pale. Under normal circumstances, their malevolent whispers would have been tormenting her mind and thoughts, and they inevitably would have tried to possess her.

But her current circumstances were anything but normal. In the physical world, the divine power coursing through her body was little more than a distant echo of what the clerics and priests of the True Gods had once wielded. But here in the Pale, she could draw upon it fully. Even the most ravenous demon wouldn’t be foolish enough to try to harm her, especially with Krynn at her side.

Not because they feared a dying dragon, but because of the immense power his broken body was hosting.

It wasn’t long before they arrived at their destination: the Tel Kithas palace, home of countless Sorokar and Vermillion Sovereigns since the founding of the Empire. There was something special about seeing its majesty close, even when cloaked in darkness. Lowborn faeyn like her were only tolerated inside its walls when they were servants, soldiers, or concubines, and they were never allowed in restricted areas. Yet today, that was exactly where she was headed.

The normally impenetrable gates loomed in front of her, as tall and imposing as mountains. While her blood and shadow magic was more than capable of dissolving flesh and bone, it couldn’t harm steel. And there was no crank or lever to raise the portcullis here within the Pale.

Fortunately, she had a much easier solution in mind: Talona simply focused her thoughts upon the steel bars, and they obediently bent and twisted out of her way. Within the Pale, force of will was more powerful than strength of muscle. She and her companion could move practically anywhere, save for specifically warded places.

Places like the Arcane Vault concealed within the bowels of the palace.

Talona continued through the gate, then across the courtyard and into the actual structure itself. She had to pass through several other doors along the way, and she occasionally saw the demons trailing them pushing up against the Veil in the vain hope of reaching the living creatures on the other side. She couldn’t actually see the people inside the real palace, but the demons could. They were the monsters lurking on the other side of a glass window, just waiting for someone to unwittingly crack it open and let them through.

Eventually, she and the dragon vessel wound their way down into the vault. The massive collection of antiquities was spread across numerous hexagonal rooms, almost like a honeycomb beneath the palace. Talona couldn’t see what was on display from here in the Pale, but she had studied the layout enough to know each set of rooms had a theme. The glass display cases on the walls were filled with all manner of artifice, from powerful weapons to useless baubles and everything in between.

They had all been drained of magic, of course, and some may have never carried any at all. Talona wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised if at least half the informational placards were outright fabrications. So-called “heroes” of the Avethian Empire who had been heartless monsters in life; battles for “liberation” which had been wars of bloody conquest; wise, “merciful” dragon sovereigns who had been monstrous butchers…

Talona was tempted to exit the Pale early just to vandalize as many of the displays as she could, but that wasn’t why she was here. Only the deep vault mattered, and once she opened it, these false idols would crumble along with the rest of the decadent Empire.

Her companion must have been able to sense how close they were to their destination, because the vessel’s broken body lurched toward the final chamber without her guidance. The hexagonal room was no different from any of the others, save for the massive, sealed door on the northern side. Even here within the darkness of the Pale, the Vaz Gorati ward protecting it was so bright that Talona had to shield her eyes. The shimmering barrier of impenetrable white flame was capable of holding back anything, even the Fallen Gods. The ward was so ancient it dated back to a time when the Vaz Gorati were first whispering the lies that would one day be considered truths.

Talona came to a halt perhaps a dozen yards in front of the vault door, then reached out to the energy surrounding her. Not the Aether, the poisoned magic stolen by mortals, but the raw, primal power of the Pale itself. Channeling its might within the physical world was difficult and taxing, but here within the shadow realm, Talona’s magic was practically unlimited. And she would need every spark of that energy to tear open a rift for them to escape…

Heatless green fire engulfed her hands, and the corrupted vatari tattoos branded into her flesh—including the symbol of Illisaya on her stomach—began to glow as the power of the Fallen Gods flowed through her. The surrounding air hissed as if it, too, were about to erupt in flames, and then a small, narrow tear formed in front of her as if she had taken a blade and split open the belly of the Veil.

“Come, little dragon,” Talona said, striding through the rift with Krynn in tow. The rush of physical sensations whenever she returned to the physical world was always overpowering at first, and she had to pause for several heartbeats to acclimate herself to the warm air and onslaught of colors. Even the white stone walls of the vault seemed breathtakingly vibrant after traversing the Pale.

“My lord!”

The stunned gasp of the vault guard was so loud Talona reflexively covered her ears, and his silver armor was so bright it made her eyes water.

“My lord,” the man repeated, “h-how did you…who is…?”

The guard stared in disbelief at their Dragon Sovereign, who was supposed to be hundreds of miles away in the Reach. But his confusion swiftly turned to concern after he got a better look at Krynn. The Mandar scion’s normally tall, strong body looked sickly and weak, though his illusory clothing did conceal most of the blood and bruises.

“Leave,” Krynn commanded. While the voice was his, the choice to speak was not. His mouth and face moved with the awkwardness of a puppet.

“M-my lord?” the guard asked. “How—?”

“Leave,” Krynn repeated. “And fetch the First Wife. Tell her to meet me here as soon as possible.”

For several long seconds, the guard remained completely still, and Talona wondered if he might resist. If he did, she was fully prepared to use her magic to force his compliance.

But thankfully, he soon scurried out of the chamber, his fear of Krynn eclipsing his concerns about the Sovereign’s unannounced presence with a female guest. After all, Krynn wasn’t the first dragon to bring a new mistress to a private place, though most probably wouldn’t have invited their First Wife to the occasion.

Once the guard was gone, Talona gave herself a few seconds to let her senses readjust to the physical world. Soon the muted magical torches on the wall were no longer blinding, and her soft footfalls no longer sounded like crashing cymbals when she moved.

“Begin the ritual,” Krynn demanded, his body lurching awkwardly toward the massive vault door.

“I cannot open the seal without the Dragon Priestess,” Talona reminded him. “It may be some time before she—”

“Begin the ritual.”

The command reverberated through the room and shook the displays like rolling thunder. Talona couldn’t fault her master for his impatience. While she had been waiting decades for this opportunity, he had been waiting for millenia. And now, at long last, his freedom was quite literally within reach.

“Yes, my lord,” Talona said, joining him next to the sealed door. As imposing as the Vaz Gorati ward had looked from within the Pale, here in the physical world it was practically invisible. The door was thick and durable, to be sure, and the adamantine used in its construction had likely taken years to mine and months to shape. But the door still seemed mundane to the naked eye, as if what was hidden behind it was merely valuable rather than the most important and secretive treasure in all of Varellon.

Taking a deep breath, Talona raised her hand and reached out to the Aether. Its energies were so different from the Pale, even though they both originated from the same source. One was like the ocean, cold and vast, while the other was a warm but polluted strait flowing out of it. The Aether was toxic to mortal flesh, but only when channeled too vigorously. Right now, its soothing currents empowered and nourished her body, and she could help but feel…whole.

Every time she tapped its power, Talona couldn’t help but remember all the decades she had been forced to survive without it. Faeyn sorcerers were common enough, but still much rarer than with highborn or drow. The day she had joined the Godsworn and opened herself to the power of the True Gods, it had been like opening her eyes and seeing the world for the first time. She hadn’t realized what she’d been missing, and now she couldn’t imagine living without it.

One day soon, all of her people would be given that experience. The restoration of the True Gods would change everything. Unlike the world of dragons and sorcerers, the world of the Godsworn would place value in faith, not blood.

And hers was unbreakable.

Smiling, Talona placed her fingers upon the vault door. Within seconds, the previously invisible vatari glyphs inscribed on its surface flared to life, revealing an elaborate latticework of blue symbols covering the otherwise flat gray metal. To the uninitiated, they would have looked similar to the famed tattoos of the Blade Dancers, but the purpose couldn’t have been more different. The glyphs were an elaborate lock created by ancient Vaz Gorati blood magic, and the Godsworn had finally acquired the key.

“I am ready,” Talona said.

Krynn’s body lurched over to one of the two brass ritual bowls flanking the door on either side. To most observers, they probably seemed like useless decorations, and even the average highborn sorcerer wouldn’t be able to sense the dormant power lurking within. But then Krynn pressed his thumbnail into his wrist hard enough to draw blood, and the moment the crimson drop struck the pan, it burst into flames as if he had poured oil on a fire.

“Dragon blood, freely given,” Talona said, mentally tugging at the threads of the magical seal. “Again.”

Moving to the bowl on the left, Krynn added more blood. There was another burst of magical flame, and Talona could feel the tumblers of the ancient lock clicking into place.

But there was still one major obstacle. A lone channeler, even one who had studied the mechanics of this seal as thoroughly as she had, couldn’t muster enough power to open it on her own. Vaz Gorati magic was always more powerful in a coven, and the blood witches who created this seal had worked in a group of at least five.

Talona was confident she could undo the magic with just one additional channeler, so long as that woman also understood Vaz Gorati magic. Especially if she was nurturing dragon blood in her womb…

It only took a few more minutes before Talona heard footfalls scrambling toward them from elsewhere in the vault. Miniel, Krynn’s First Wife and Dragon Priestess, came rushing into the chamber. She was pregnant, though barely so; the splintered-shield Mandar family crest branded on her thickening belly had only just started to stretch.

She hadn’t come alone. At her side was a spindly highborn man wearing elaborate bluish-silver robes—one of the vault’s antiquarians.

“My lord!” Miniel gasped. “What…what is happening?”

The First Wife’s face twisted in confusion as her eyes flicked between her husband, Talona, and the flaming ritual bowls.

“When did you return?” she asked. “What news of the battle in Sethuil? How—?”

“I require your assistance,” Krynn said, voice sounding more strained. Lines of blood were still twisting down his palms. “You will open this door for me.”

Miniel hesitated. “What?”

“Your husband gave you an order,” Talona said, her hands glowing with power as the Aether continued surging through her. “You are Vaz Gorati. I need your power to unlock this seal.”

“No!” the antiquarian practically shouted. “By order of the Elder Dragons, the vault is to remain sealed at all costs!”

“The Elder Dragons aren’t here,” Krynn snarled at the other man. “I am.”

“M-my lord,” Miniel said, lifting her hands in deference. “I do not understand! Please, what is the meaning of this? W-who is this woman?”

“Godsworn,” the antiquarian rasped, his pale face turning whiter than the paint on the walls. “Dalodir protect us!”

Talona could see him eyeing the brand on her stomach. Unlike Miniel, she didn’t bear the symbol of a Great House. The red, crescent teardrop on her belly didn’t belong to a dragon, but a real goddess.

“Lahara protect us,” Miniel breathed. “Heretic!”

Her hands flashed with magic, but Krynn lunged forward and grabbed her wrists before she could unleash a spell.

“I am your Dragon Sovereign!” he growled. “You are Vaz Gorati—use your magic to break the seal!”

The First Wife winced in pain from his iron grip. She looked into her husband’s eyes, her entire body trembling in panic.

“My lord, I don’t understand!” she pleaded again.

“You don’t need to understand, only obey,” Krynn said. “Use your magic and open the seal. Now.”

Miniel swallowed anxiously. “But my lord, I-I don’t know how! I asked the Blood Mothers to share the secrets of the seal as you requested, but they refused to tell me anything!”

“I don’t require your knowledge, only your power,” Talona said, keeping her voice calm but cold. “His dragon blood has unlocked the door. You just need to help me push it open.”

Miniel continued trembling, and for a few heartbeats, Talona feared the woman might actually resist. Dragon Priestesses rarely had to choose between their oath to the Vaz Gorati and their loyalty to their dragon, and it was difficult to know for certain which path Miniel would take. But whether she was driven by love of her husband or fear for the safety of her unborn child, the woman eventually nodded.

“Y-yes, my lord,” she said. “P-please…release me.”

Krynn stared hard into her eyes for another few seconds before finally relaxing his grip. Miniel drew her wrists to her chest, her brow twisting in discomfort, but she slowly made her way closer to the vault door.

“Priestess, what are you doing?” the antiquarian asked in horror.

“Obeying my Sovereign,” Miniel whispered.

The man’s face twisted. “But this woman is Godsworn! This cannot be allowed to pass…”

He turned on a heel and sprinted for the exit—

But never made it. Krynn’s eyes flashed a haunting green, and the antiquarian shrieked as if a dagger had been plunged into his back. The man dropped to his knees, and in the span of a single breath, his flesh melted off his bones as if he had been dipped in acid. The echo of his scream faded into nothingness as his bare skeleton clattered to the ground.

Miniel shrieked. Her hands clamped over her mouth, and she looked as if she were going to be sick. But when Krynn shifted his glare back to her, she visibly forced her eyes away from the skeleton and back to the seal.

“What…what must I do?” she stammered.

“Lend me your aid,” Talona said, trying to sound as soothing as she could. “I will do the rest.”

Stepping forward, Talona traced her fingertips along the glyphs inscribed upon the door. She went from one to the next, keeping her movements slow and precise as if she were applying a fresh coat of paint. Miniel began to mimic her efforts, and she proved to be a quick learner. She channeled her own power into the symbols at the right moments, and within a few short minutes, they had weakened every glyph in the pattern.

Which meant it was time to strike. Thrusting out both her hands, Talona focused all her power on the vault. The chamber rumbled as the door shook for the first time in eons, and the glyphs began to glow even brighter than before as if they were angered by the intrusion. With Miniel joining her assault, they pushed through the Vaz Gorati’s ancient defenses…

And the secret vault of Tel Kithas finally cracked open.

A rush of stale air howled through the chamber as the metal swung out of the way, but it didn’t reveal a gilded room filled with treasures as most would have expected. Instead, they were greeted by a dusty passage so dark it was impossible to see more than a few yards inside.

“Finally,” Krynn growled before starting forward.

“My lord, wait!” Miniel asked, placing her hand on his arm. “I beg you, please tell me what is happening. I only wish to serve—”

He whirled around and backhanded her across the face hard enough to send her sprawling to the floor in a whimpering heap. His eyes flashed green again, and Miniel looked up at him in horror—

“Wait!” Talona called out, holding up her hands and lunging in front of the other woman. “She is no threat to us.”

She could see the indignant fire burning in the vessel’s eyes, fueled by an eternity of torment at the hands of the dragons. She feared he might reave the hapless woman’s life force regardless.

“She carries a wyrmling child,” Krynn said.

“With tainted blood,” Talona reminded him. “It will not be a threat to you—none of them will. Please, show her the mercy this world has lacked in your absence.”

Krynn growled under his breath, then turned and strode into the vault. Talona gave him a moment to walk ahead, then placed a hand on the shoulder of the stricken priestess.

“Leave this place,” Talona said. “Get as far from the palace as you can.”

Miniel’s eyes widened. She probably couldn’t understand why a Godsworn priestess of all people would be defending her. Talona had to admit that she was a little surprised by the intensity of her own reaction as well, but all it took was a single glance at the woman’s swollen belly to reassure her that she had done the right thing.

Talona’s own pregnancy should have been a distant memory by now, but it remained fresh in her mind…and always would. When she, an uncollared faeyn whore, had gotten pregnant with a dragon’s child, the Vaz Gorati had used blood magic to exterminate that unborn life and prevent an “unworthy” female from giving birth to a child she didn’t deserve. The bloodlines had to remain pure, they said, lest the Empire grow weak and feeble.

Talona had promised herself that the blood priestesses would pay for that injustice one day…but not this one. Not like this.

“Go,” Talona repeated. “While you still can.”

Miniel crawled back to her feet and dashed out the door. It was entirely possible that she would fetch the Wyrmguard General or the Grand Magistrix, but it didn’t matter. They couldn’t stop what was coming.

No one could.

Composing herself, Talona headed into the dark passage, wary of the peril yet awaiting them. Not because of any creatures or guardians—the passage was completely still and silent—but because of the ancient wards put in place by the Avetharri artificers thousands of years earlier. Talona couldn’t see them, not even when she conjured a plume of green Palefire in her palm to light the way. But her companion could, and the vessel had already come to a halt perhaps thirty paces ahead.

She could feel the power coursing through him as he stretched out his left arm and opened his hand. The gash he’d made on his wrist to ignite the ritual bowls was still raw and bleeding, and tiny red droplets fell to the ground at his feet. For a dozen heartbeats, the only sound in the passage was the patter of blood on forgotten stone, but then a glowing vatari rune appeared on the floor. More and more appeared every second, creating another vast latticework of blue symbols. Unlike the ones that had sealed the vault, however, these runes couldn’t be discharged, only avoided. A single misstep would obliterate a trespasser, even one with dragon blood.

But the vessel didn’t hesitate. He pushed onward, his feet stepping through the wards in a very precise pattern which Talona swiftly and carefully followed. Once they were through, the runes faded away as if they had never been there at all.

The passage narrowed as it began to gradually spiral downward like a winding staircase without steps. Talona’s sandals slipped on the incline several times, but her cautious movements and natural faeyn agility kept her from falling. The vessel had no such trouble; he moved more quickly the deeper they traveled until he was almost out of the radius of her light.

The passage finally opened up again, this time into a cavern so massive that Talona’s light couldn’t reach the walls or the ceiling. Their footsteps echoed eerily in the darkness, and the air was so stale it was almost painful to breathe. But her heart began racing in excitement nonetheless.

This was the moment the Godsworn had been waiting for, the culmination of centuries of careful planning and execution. They could have found a way to break the Vaz Gorati seal a long time ago if they’d wanted to, but getting inside would have been a useless venture without a proper vessel for their patron.

“At last,” the vessel breathed. Its head went limp, its eyes dulled, and its body crumpled as if it had been sapped of all its strength. The broken dragon lay motionless on the cavern floor for several seconds before he inhaled sharply.

“Ngn…” Krynn groaned, once again in control of his battered body. “What…what is happening?”

“After countless failures, your family has finally fulfilled its destiny,” Talona said. “Congratulations, my lord.”

The would-be dragon turned and snarled at her as he regained enough of his strength to pull himself upright again. “Godsworn wretch! I will rip out your eyes!”

Krynn growled in the back of his throat, and his face creased with strain as he tried to ignite the stolen dragon blood in his veins. Red scales began to appear on his arms, but they were little more than patches scattered across his sallow flesh.

“What…what have you done to me?” he demanded.

“What was given has now been reclaimed,” Talona said. “You have finally fulfilled your family’s end of the bargain.”

Krynn shook his head. “What in the bloody void are you talking about?”

“You don’t remember? House Mandar was weak and irrelevant—you hadn’t spawned a new dragon in generations. Your father couldn’t stomach the thought of drifting further and further into obscurity, so we offered him a deal. We helped him steal the blood of the last Vermillion scion so that you could become Dragon Sovereign. And when the Sorokar scion unexpectedly revealed his dragon power, we helped you destroy him.”

“Alamir,” Krynn gasped, struggling to breathe as his body began to fail. “He’s…he’s still alive.”

“For now,” Talona said. “But don’t worry, little dragon. House Vermillion is gone, and House Sorokar is soon to follow.”

Krynn’s face twisted, but as he opened his mouth to speak, his words were drowned out by a deep, bestial growl. The sound echoed through the vast cavern, and it was followed by the dry, scraping hiss of bone sliding across stone within the darkness beyond the green light of the Palefire still burning in her palm.

“What is that?” Krynn asked. “Is something alive down here?”

“It is now,” Talona replied. “As I said, you finally fulfilled your family’s bargain. Despite your father’s best efforts to betray us, you have opened the vault…and given our master the vessel he needed.”

There was another scraping hiss, followed by the slow, pounding footsteps of a massive body shuffling forward. The ground trembled beneath their feet, and an enormous skeletal claw emerged from the darkness and crashed down in the dim green light just a few yards in front of them.

“The Vaz Gorati have lied to you, little dragon,” Talona said. “Just like they lie to all their pet Sovereigns. This isn’t a vault—it’s a prison. One for a creature so powerful it couldn’t be killed, only contained. His body was cleaved from his soul, and each was cast into a different cell. One behind the walls of the Pale, the other here in the physical world.”

Krynn’s mouth gaped in horror at the sight of the massive claw, and he peered into the darkness in search of the body it belonged to. Smiling in anticipation, Talona injected more power into the green fire burning in her palm. Soon it was blazing radiantly enough to reveal the rest of the enormous skeleton. Krynn’s face went white in recognition when he realized he wasn’t looking at the bones of a mere beast.

But those of a colossal dragon easily three times the size of any pathetic mortal Wyrm Lord.

“My lord has seethed in darkness for millenia, watching the world he helped create fall into chaos,” Talona said. “Watching the followers who had betrayed them build an empire over his corpse. But no more.”

The skeletal dragon drew in another hollow breath, and a brilliant golden flame appeared inside its empty ribcage. The blaze intensified, and when she looked down at its huge claws, she could see patches of dark red scales begin spreading over the white bone. The revivification was slow but inexorable, spreading inch by inch, limb by limb. And then, once the scales had fully returned, a pair of brilliant golden eyes opened from within the giant red dragon’s head and gazed down upon them.

“My Lord Dathiel,” Talona said, dropping to a knee. “This world has long awaited your return.”

Dathiel the Red stepped forward, his golden eyes blazing like the sun. As he unfurled his immense wings, a rush of air buffeted the chamber, nearly knocking Krynn from his feet.

“No,” he rasped, trying to balance himself. “This…this isn’t possible!”

“I suggest you bow before your rightful master, little Wyrm Lord,” Talona said. “And beg forgiveness for the crimes of your ancestors.”

“What?” Krynn stammered.

“Gods are not mortals—they are merciful by their very nature,” she told him. “Pledge to serve our master faithfully, and he will give you another chance. Another life.”

Krynn’s face twisted in horror at the glowing golden eyes regarding him, and Talona wondered if he might actually see reason. But it didn’t take long for his highborn pride to reassert itself.

“No,” he said defiantly. “The gods are dead! Whatever you think you are, you will never escape this—”

He never finished the sentence. The cavern echoed with the sickening crunch of Krynn’s bones when Dathiel lifted his foot and crushed the Wyrm Lord beneath it.

“The time has come,” Dathiel said, his deep, thunderous voice rattling the cavern with every word. Blood slowly oozed out from beneath his claws, staining the rocky floor crimson. “We must go to Selod Maril.”

“Yes, my lord,” Talona said, quivering with holy rapture. “I am ready.”

Rising to her feet, she moved beneath one of his huge wings. Once she was safe, Dathiel reared back and unleashed an earth-rattling roar so loud it hurt even though she clamped her hands over her ears.

But there was more than mere sound behind his voice—his power sent a shockwave through the Aether itself. The entire cavern shuddered, and Talona braced herself as the walls and ceiling began to crumble around her. Without his mighty wings protecting her, she would have been crushed by the falling debris in an instant. Instead, the rubble tumbled and bounced off the dragon’s divine form, as harmless as a light rain.

Her ears were still ringing when the roar stopped, and she smiled when the first slivers of light began filtering in through the shattered ceiling. She quickly moved to Dathiel’s side, and he helped her climb his flank and crawl across his back toward his head. After she had grabbed hold of the bony spikes on his neck, he thrust out his wings and launched himself upward.

Talona smiled as the fresh air rushed over her face, and even wider when she looked down and saw the Tel Kithas palace—the great symbol of Avetharri subjugation—crumbling as if it were made of sand. She could hear the screams of the highborn over the howl of collapsing stone and feel the fear rippling across the city. Soon, it would spread through their entire wretched Empire. The world the false dragons had created would come to an end.

And a new world ruled by the Godsworn could finally begin.


1
Lord of the Reach


“Sethuil is part of the Reach,” I said, my draconic voice booming over the scorched, blood-soaked ground, “and the Reach is part of the Empire.”

Mogra Karn, the self-proclaimed Warlord of the Reach and the leader of the Underborn, didn’t squirm beneath my gaze like the rest of his followers. But he also didn’t look nearly as confident as he had just a few minutes earlier when I landed in front of him. Karn and his army may have marched all the way from Vimaldis to Sethuil to kill a dragon, but they hadn’t been planning to speak with one. Because no matter how brave a man might feel while tucked safely behind his army, circumstances were quite different when he was standing close enough that a single swipe of a claw—or a puff of flaming breath—could end his life and his revolution in an instant.

“Vimaldis is a free city now,” Karn said, his voice still steady despite the tension on his face. “That’s never going to change, no matter whose wings are beating over Tel Kithas. The last dragon couldn’t stop us, and you won’t, either.”

“Don’t be an idiot, Karn,” Lathriel snarled, her arms crossed over her chest. “Your war was with the usurper Sovereign, not the Empire as a whole. This is your chance to—”

“Our war is with the Avetharri twats who keep their boots on our neck!” Karn shot back. “I thought yours was, too.”

Lathriel’s face tightened as her hazel eyes narrowed into angry slits. Her leather armor was splattered with blood and dirt from the battle, and I could see the weariness on her face. Still, she looked remarkably hale for someone who had been swatted by a dragon’s tail a few hours earlier. Sariss’s healing magic had worked wonders, though she was also probably hiding the worst of it.

“I told you from the beginning that I wasn’t part of your ‘revolution,’” she said icily. “I was there to kill Sovereign Mandar.”

“And now that he’s dead, you go back to being an Imperial slave?” Karn sneered. “That doesn’t sound like the woman I’ve come to depend on.”

“Don’t pretend like you know anything about me,” she hissed. “You never—”

“This isn’t a negotiation,” I interrupted, leaning forward until my draconic maw was barely a yard away from the Underborn leader. The wall of soldiers standing behind him tensed, but they were smart enough not to raise their crossbows and potentially escalate the situation. “I am informing you that Sethuil and Vimaldis will both have new overseers soon.

Karn scowled. “My people bled and died for that city. We are not leaving.”

“I don’t expect you to,” I told him. “Unlike the usurper, I am not blind to the struggles of your people, nor of the injustices wrought upon you during his reign. You will not be conscripted or imprisoned or enslaved. Your people are free to return to their work and their lives…if they turn around and march back to Nost Darah first thing in the morning.”

I held my gaze upon the man, drawing upon the many lessons about rule that my father had tried to impart upon me. Lessons I had ignored for far too long.

Never negotiate from a position of weakness. Never give an enemy an inch when nothing will suffice. And most of all, never forget that you are a dragon. Your blood is your destiny. And your destiny is to rule.

“There will be much for us to discuss once I have returned to Tel Kithas and reassembled my court,” I added. “But your people will have a voice—a voice that is heard. After all, the Reach is part of the Empire, and the purpose of the Empire is to serve its people.”

Karn scoffed. “Since when?”

“Since my return.”

The man’s eyes narrowed, and he looked like he’d bitten into a sour apple. “After everything that’s happened, do you honestly expect us to trust the word of a dragon?”

“You should,” Lathriel pressed. “You must…unless you’d rather he take to the sky and burn you all to cinders.”

Karn’s cheek twitched, but he didn’t back down. Once again, I had to give him credit. Most men who considered themselves warlords were cowards in person, especially when cornered. But whatever Karn’s faults, he must have believed in the Underborn cause, and he didn’t want to betray the men and women who had followed him.

“Talona and her Godsworn have abandoned you,” Lathriel added. “Without their help, you couldn’t take Sethuil even if you tried. End this now, while you still can.”

Karn paused, then glanced back over his shoulder. I had flown out to meet him on the rocky fields outside Sethuil, hoping that my boldness would further encourage his army to stand down. It was a risk, to be sure, considering at least some of his soldiers had been armed with adamantine arrows to use against Krynn. But his soldiers had just seen us fighting over the city, with teeth and claws and fiery breath on full display.

Better yet, they had watched me get shot by a ballista bolt and then seemingly rise from the dead a minute later, fully restored and more powerful than ever. That display of power—and the fact that I had killed the very dragon they had been hunting—had hopefully demonstrated that I didn’t have to be their enemy.

And convinced them that if they made me one, I would utterly destroy them.

“We can’t just walk away,” Karn said into the silence, lowering his voice and sounding more desperate than forceful. “In case you haven’t heard, my men are starving. And that city up there is full of grain.”

“I’ve instructed the locals to provide your camp with food tonight,” I said. “As well as sufficient provisions for the trip back to Nost Darah and several weeks afterward. I will return before then with as much aid as I can bring before negotiations resume.”

Lathriel stepped right up to him. “You came here for food and to kill the Sovereign. You got both. Take the deal, Karn.”

The human turned and studied my companion, clearly more willing to take her word than mine. I wasn’t offended in the least—had I been in his position, I had no idea how I would react to the sudden, inexplicable turn of events I had witnessed mere hours earlier. I still wasn’t sure how to react to them myself. In the span of a few short hours, I had avenged Krynn’s betrayal, healed the vatari wound in my chest…

And learned that I was a father.

My head was still buzzing with a thousand unanswered questions. The whys, the hows, the what-did-all-of-this-mean. But I couldn’t get an answer to any of them until I put out the fires here in the Reach, and if Karn refused to cooperate…

“My men will set up camp, and we’ll discuss your offer,” Karn said. “But they’ll be more amenable if their bellies are full.”

“We will send out the supplies as soon as possible,” I promised.

The Underborn leader snorted softly. His eyes lingered on Lathriel, and I wondered what conversation they were having that no one else could hear. But he eventually turned and rejoined his men, barking out orders as he walked away.

The Battle for Sethuil was over…for now.

“What do you think?” I asked Lathriel as softly as a dragon could. “Will he cooperate?”

“He knows he’s beaten,” she said. “But he also knows he promised these people a future he can’t deliver. Some of them—a lot of them—won’t be happy about standing down.”

“Mm,” I mused, thinking back to another of the statecraft lessons I’d learned as a child, this time from my mother. She had taught me about all the various rebellions and attempted revolutions which had shaken the Empire over its history, nearly all of which had failed. The leaders of such groups were often less fanatical than some of their followers, which sometimes led to them fearing the wrath of their own people more than the blades of the enemy. I wondered if Karn might be in a similar position.

“They’re probably not stupid enough to attack,” Lathriel said. “But the more ambitious among them might see this as an opportunity for new leadership. Karn might not survive the night.”

“Which would not improve our position.”

“No,” she agreed. “For all his faults, he’s less bad than most of the alternatives. He’s at least capable of seeing reason.”

“Perhaps we should incentivize the others to stay their blades,” I said. “A few more laps over their camp should do the trick.”

Lathriel smiled tightly. “It certainly wouldn’t hurt to remind them what’s at stake.”

“Agreed,” I said. “But you should be in the healer tent with Sariss. I’ll drop you off before—”

“Oh, don’t you dare start babying me. You’re the one who was dead, remember?”

She gave me a wry smirk, which I returned as best I could with my dragon mouth. More than anything, I wanted to shift back into my elven form and embrace her, but I’d been resisting that impulse ever since the battle had ended hours ago. After everything that had happened today, I couldn’t afford to let the Underborn or the people of Sethuil see me as a mere man. I needed to be the Black Prince miraculously returned from the dead.

I needed to be the Dragon Sovereign whose power would restore peace and order to Abethaal.

Leaning down, I lowered my left wing so that Lathriel could clamber onto my back where she belonged. She hesitated for a few heartbeats, and I wondered if she might have been more injured than she’d let on. But then she climbed up my scales with the practiced ease of a Skywatch captain, and I felt her settle into place astride my neck.

I extended my wings and reared back, giving the Underborn army another good look at my draconic visage. Even now, hours after Tyris had somehow revived me during the battle, I couldn’t believe that the immense scar on my chest was gone. Whether as a dragon or a man, there was no sign of the vicious wound Krynn had caused with the vatari dagger at Dragonfall. And better yet, I could again feel the Aether’s energy flowing through me, giving me a renewed reservoir of strength and power.

After five long years, I was whole again. Drow and highborn. Rasmus and Alamir. Sorcerer and dragon.

Black Prince…and Dragon Sovereign.

With a roar of triumph, I launched us up into the sky. Night was fast approaching over the rocky plains; the sun had already melted into a brilliant crimson smear beneath the mountains to the west. But I planned to use every moment of the day’s waning light to let the people of the Reach know that a new dawn wasn’t far away. I soared over Karn’s army, keeping low enough that they could feel the rush of wind from my passing, then slowly banked north to Sethuil.

The mighty walls had endured the Underborn assault, but Sarodihm cultists had killed the sorcerers who had been maintaining the city’s Aetheric barrier. As a result, dozens of buildings had been damaged or destroyed by flaming boulders, and efforts were still underway to find everyone who was trapped beneath the rubble. By and large, the people of Sethuil were working together quite heroically, but there were always exceptions. I hoped that my draconic form would deter the worst looters and opportunists as well as keep the Underborn in line.

One day, I wanted the sight of the Black Prince to inspire people—to make them feel safe and secure. But it was going to take a long time to undo the damage Krynn had done. I would have to prove to the people of Abethaal that I would be different from both him and my father. It would likely be the most difficult task of my life, even more than crawling back from the dead. But I was confident I would succeed, thanks in no small part to the women who would fight at my side.

I smiled as we soared over the Sethuil temple district where Sariss was helping to organize the clergy and establish hospital tents for all the wounded. At the same time, Tyris was working to round up the city’s surviving military leadership so we could discuss the future of Sethuil’s defense and government. Karethys was out there somewhere as well, hopefully rallying my mother and House Teviss to help me manage the political ramifications of my return…

The task before me was immense, but at least I wouldn’t have to face the challenges alone.

I looped over the city and the surrounding plains until darkness had finally fallen, then set us down in the temple district in the widest street I could find. After Lathriel had climbed off my back, I closed my eyes and tapped into the power of my dragon blood. Ever since my memories had returned, transforming into or out of my dragon form had been a painful process, but that no longer seemed to be the case. There wasn’t a hint of discomfort as my bones shrank and my scales transformed into flesh.

I activated the glamour stone on my necklace as I shifted, conjuring a resplendent suit of illusory black adamantine armor to both protect my modesty and present an image of strength. The nighttime air still felt refreshingly cool on my skin—my dragon blood warding off the worst of the chill—and I put my hand on my chest to remind myself that my scar was truly gone.

Sariss emerged from the red canvas hospital tent before I had finished transforming. As always, she carried herself with a regal bearing despite the chaos around her—and despite the fact that she had been working tirelessly for hours to contain it. I wouldn’t have been able to tell that anything was out of the ordinary if not for the blood and dirt spackling her normally pristine blue robes.

“My lord,” she said, offering me a quick but reverent curtsy. “Efforts are still underway to locate the rest of the wounded, but the acolytes have stabilized as many as they could.”

“Good work,” I said. “How’s Borkesh?”

“His wounds were severe, but he should recover within a few days.”

I nodded and cast my gaze toward the tent. When we had finally rendezvoused after the battle with Krynn, Sariss had been standing over Rasmus’s companion nearly overchanneling herself into unconsciousness in order to close his wounds. I had never expected to see a Vaz Gorati priestess enduring the wrath of the Flensing to heal an orc warrior…but then again, I had also never imagined an orc warrior risking his life to defend a Vaz Gorati priestess. According to Sariss, Borkesh had saved her life during their skirmish with the Sarodihm cultists.

“He’s as tough as he looks,” I said. “He’ll also probably expect me to pay him for his efforts.”

“You should,” Sariss said, turning. The wind caught hold of her long blond hair and blew it across her face. “He could have easily abandoned me, but he didn’t.”

I smiled. For all of Borkesh’s bluster, he was easily the most loyal friend Rasmus had ever had. And hopefully, he would continue to be Alamir’s—my—friend for many years to come.

“What of the Underborn army?” Sariss asked. “Did they agree to an armistice?”

“For the moment,” Lathriel said. “With the condition we provide them with enough provisions to see them home and sustain them for several weeks thereafter.”

“It’s not a permanent solution, but it should buy us a little time,” I said. “Assuming we can actually get them those provisions.”

Sariss nodded. “Tyris and I spoke to the garrison’s quartermaster. We showed him the wisdom of cooperation.”

I snorted softly, wondering what that conversation must have been like. It wasn’t every day that an army bureaucrat had two dragon wives storm into his office.

“I’m sure he could use some additional encouragement from his new Sovereign,” Sariss added. “Especially if you want him to have wagons loaded up by morning.”

“I’ll be sure to pay him a visit,” I said. “What about the rest of the leadership?”

“Tyris is still attempting to round up as many local officers as possible, but it doesn’t seem that many survived. The Sarodihm were quite thorough.”

I nodded soberly. The Godsworn cultists had targeted both the sorcerers maintaining the city’s protective barrier and the military leadership. As far as decapitation strikes went, the cultists had been remarkably effective at sowing further chaos in the city. Had the Underborn army successfully breached the gate, they would have had a relatively easy time seizing control.

They had also killed the previous overseer, a green-scaled Wyrmidon called Balren. Surprisingly, Lathriel had been enraged when we’d found his body—not because she liked him, but because she had wanted to kill him herself. Balren was evidently the one who had captured her and a man named Fendryl, her House Teviss contact. Lath had found the drow male’s tortured corpse in the dungeons after the battle.

“You should attempt to find Tyris as quickly as possible,” Sariss added. “I do not like the idea of her being out in the city alone at night.”

“Tyris isn’t exactly a defenseless noblewoman,” I pointed out.

“No, but she is critical to the survival of the Empire. She must be well-protected at all times.”

I had to repress a grin. Sariss had gone from dismissive of Tyris to overprotective the moment she had performed a proper reading of the other woman’s blood. But I wasn’t concerned . While she may not have been Vaz Gorati like Sariss, Tyris had the same dragon brand on her stomach—a brand that would instantly command obedience from most citizens in the Empire. Even those who were skeptical had undoubtedly seen her riding on my back during the battle with Krynn. And if all that failed, she still had her sorcery as well as Sabon Nyr, one of the most famous blades in all of Varellon.

Still, Sariss obviously had the situation under control, so there wasn’t much reason to stay here.

“We’ll go find her,” I said. “Will you be all right here?”

“Of course,” Sariss replied. “And don’t worry, my lord—I have already contacted the staff in the keep and informed them that their rightful Sovereign and his wives will need appropriate accommodations for the night.”

I blinked. Sleep was the last thing on my mind at the moment—we still had so much to do and organize before any of us could consider resting for the evening, especially since I planned on flying to Tel Kithas first thing in the morning. I wouldn’t have minded if we’d been forced to sleep outside for a few hours.

But my First Wife would never allow me to endure such an affront to my dignity if she could prevent it, especially after we had been forced to travel through the Underworld for the past several days. Now that we were back in civilization, I wouldn’t be surprised if she stayed up all night supervising the servants in the keep as they redecorated in honor of my return. Sariss was nothing if not a traditionalist.

“We’ll be back soon,” I said, reaching out to caress her soft cheek. “If Borkesh wakes up, tell him I’ll come back later—and that he should learn to dodge next time.”

Sariss didn’t seem to find the comment as amusing as I did, and her confused reaction was yet another reminder of the dissociation between my two lives. Rasmus the Slayer had spent five years bantering with his best friend in a way that Alamir Sorokar never could have envisioned. A part of me wondered if I could ever truly combine the two worlds I’d lived in, or if my years as the Sorekûl Drakath would always seem like a fevered dream.

Shaking away the thought, I set out across the city with Lathriel. I could have turned back into a dragon and flown us at a low altitude until we located Tyris, but that likely would have frightened the already terrified people of Sethuil. Instead, I transformed into my hybrid dragon knight form, which I hoped would convey my power without rattling any windows as I soared overhead.

The ground’s-eye view ended up giving me a more complete perspective of the devastation, as well as renewed appreciation for the courageous spirit of the locals as they aided their neighbors. I wished I could stop at each house and business to reassure them that they were safe, but that wasn’t an option. There were simply too many of them and too few of me.

Lathriel and I eventually spotted Tyris near the center of the city, accompanied by about a dozen Sethuil soldiers. Unlike everyone else, she wasn’t covered in blood and soot from the fighting, since she had somehow merged herself with me during my final battle with Krynn. I still didn’t fully understand how she had accomplished such a feat, but it was one of many questions I hoped to untangle in the days ahead.

When Tyris saw us coming, she signaled for the soldiers to wait. The sight of elven warriors in pristinely crafted chainmail obeying the command of a Vorskai warrior in the scorched remnants of her tattered tribal leathers was downright surreal, but it proved my theories correct: the Sorokar brand on her belly may as well have been a crown on her head.

But she had a grave expression as she jogged over to me, and my insides roiled in concern. When I’d left her side a few hours earlier, she had been practically beaming with euphoria from our victory over Krynn.

“What is it?” I asked.

“The body,” Tyris said. “It is gone!”

“Body? What bo—?”

I paused mid-word, my deep dragon knight voice echoing off the nearby buildings for several heartbeats after I had fallen silent. There was only one answer to my question, and Lathriel got there as quickly as I did.

“Krynn?” she asked. “His body is gone? But that’s…that’s impossible.”

“There are no traces of it anywhere,” Tyris added. “Nor any trails to follow.”

My mouth went dry, and I ignited my blood and transformed back into my full dragon form. Lathriel and Tyris climbed my wing and mounted me, and we were soaring toward the main gate just a few heartbeats later. My battle with Krynn already felt like it could have taken place months ago, but only a few hours had passed. I could still taste his blood in my mouth when I saw the destruction our massive dragon bodies had inflicted upon the city’s southern battlement. His lifeless body had fallen into the cliffs below and landed onto a ledge filled with so many rocky teeth it may as well have been a pit of spikes.

And yet when I flew over the wall and looked down, nothing remained but blood and rubble.

After landing on the rough cliffs and letting the girls hop off, I shifted back into my elven form. The immense cliff Sethuil was perched upon was impossibly rough and sheer—it was the main reason the fortress-city was considered near-impregnable. There was no possible way that anyone could have climbed up here, certainly not without being spotted by the guards on the wall. But even if they had, it would have taken an army to haul away the body of a dragon weighing thousands of pounds…

“I do not understand,” Tyris said, shaking her head as she crouched over the blood. “It must be an act of sorcery.”

“I’m not aware of any sorcery capable of disintegrating the body of a dragon,” I said. “Or moving one, for that matter. At least not woven by anyone here in Sethuil.”

“Except the Godsworn,” Lathriel whispered.

She was kneeling over the mass of dried blood that had mixed with the dust and dirt to create streaks of black mud all over the ledge. Her face was tight, and her hazel eyes looked haunted.

“How could the cultists have moved the body without anyone noticing?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “But you heard what Sariss said about the power they were wielding. The mirror can grant many gifts.”

“Mirror?” I frowned and shared a confused look with Tyris. “What mirror?”

Lathriel stayed silent for several heartbeats, the mountain wind blowing her dark hair into her eyes. “We need to speak, Alamir. There’s a great deal you need to know about them.”

She slowly rose back to her feet, and her entire body tensed as if she were bracing herself for an attack.

“And about me.”


2
Truth and Reconciliation


Finding a moment of peace and quiet in a city that had just been under siege was no small task, especially for a dragon. There were so many fires to put out, both literal and otherwise, that I could have easily spent days if not weeks here reestablishing order. But I simply didn’t have that kind of time, not until I returned to Tel Kithas and reclaimed my throne as Dragon Sovereign. Since I planned to set out first thing in the morning, I needed to do everything I could to stabilize the situation here tonight. And that made it even more difficult to find any time alone for Lathriel and I to talk.

Everything would have been much easier if I’d still had a network of family contacts in Sethuil, but none remained after Krynn’s purge and my five-year absence. Instead, I relied more heavily on my wives. Sariss continued organizing the local clergy, while Tyris kept up her efforts with the military officials. Thanks to her time in the Skywatch, Lathriel was able to help a great deal with the latter. She didn’t know the movers and shakers here personally, but she did understand the chain of command and the concerns of the local soldiers.

As the three of them worked, I couldn’t help but think about the promise I had made myself when I had still been the Black Prince. I had vowed to build a harem of wives who were more than pretty accouterments and incubators for the next generation of dragons, and I was already well on my way.

For my part, I concentrated my efforts on the city’s noble elite. Not by sitting down and hashing out deals with them—that kind of politicking would have to wait—but by remaining as visible as possible in my dragon form to reassure everyone that there would be no more fighting. Perching on the various battlements had the added benefit of reminding the Underborn army camped outside that I was watching them.

Closely.

I wasn’t able to make my way to the Sethuil keep until midnight. When I arrived, I learned that the servants had apparently spent hours preparing “proper” accommodations for me. It hadn’t occurred to me to consider such a thing, but it had absolutely occurred to Sariss. Somehow, she had found precious time to meet with every member of the staff and explain my preferences to them in detail.

I couldn’t help but smile when I learned about what she’d done. We had been separated for five long years, yet she had effortlessly fallen back into her role as First Wife. She considered her duties a privilege, not an obligation, and I could plainly see the satisfaction on her face when the servants brought us an appropriately lavish dinner as well as newly-hemmed and perfectly-fitted linens for me to wear.

I couldn’t wait to unleash her upon the palace in Tel Kithas again. No one could erase the presence of a previous owner like a determined wife with an eye for interior decorating.

After we had eaten—a surreal experience after a day filled with chaos and death—Lathriel and I were finally given a chance to talk. The overseer’s den inside the keep was a private enough space, albeit a pale shadow of similar rooms in Tel Kithas. But the sound of crackling wood in the fireplace was soothing, and the Lostrien wine the servants brought in for us was flavorful and sweet. I sat with Lath in silence for quite a while enjoying the drink and the fire, her body pressed against me. I gently stroked her long dark hair, happy to give her as much time as she needed to collect her thoughts and shake off the demons that had befallen her during my absence.

“I don’t even know where to start,” Lathriel managed eventually. She closed her eyes, and I could see the wetness in her lashes. “A part of me still can’t accept that you’re really here. It doesn’t seem possible.”

“Believe me, I know,” I whispered. “I still feel like I’ve lived two different lives, and now that they’re in the same body, they don’t want to cooperate.”

I let the silence linger for a few more heartbeats before I finally decided to press.

“Where’s our son, Lath?” I asked, struggling to keep my voice level as a bitter lump formed in my throat. “Hidden in Sorthaal with your brother?”

Her hazel eyes slowly reopened, and they looked straight into the fire. “No. Keeping him anywhere near my family was too dangerous for both of them. He’s safe in anonymity in Mith Tavar.”

Mith Tavar, I thought, practically right under Krynn’s nose…

“I wanted him close enough that I could protect him if needed,” she added. “But far enough that if Krynn’s goons ever recognized me, I wouldn’t lead them right to him.”

When I swallowed, it felt as if I had ash lodged in my throat. It was bad enough that I’d abandoned the throne of Tel Kithas for five years, and perhaps worse that I’d abandoned my wives alongside it. But the fact that I had a son I’d never met…

Krynn had taunted me with that revelation during our battle over the city. The words had been like a dagger thrust between my scales, but the reality was only now starting to fully sink in.

“Things changed quickly after you were gone,” Lathriel said. “I didn’t think I could stay in the Skywatch, even though Krynn would have let me. And once I realized I was pregnant, I knew I had to disappear before he discovered the truth. They were watching me, Alamir, just like they were watching Sariss.”

I nodded slowly, the ash in my throat dissolving into bile instead. Sariss had explained how Krynn and the Vaz Gorati had paid close attention to her in case she had started showing after my death. If her belly had started to swell, they never would have let her or my child live.

“I ran to my brother for help,” Lathriel added. “I gave birth in Sorthaal, and for a while, I considered staying. But the more I learned about what Krynn was doing, the more I knew I had to go back and try to stop him. The way he took control, the way he was changing everything…deep down, I always thought that he’d betrayed you. Over time, I became certain of it.”

“That was when you turned to the Sarodihm.”

Lathriel winced as if I’d plunged a spear into her side. “Yes.”

I wanted to be angry—I should have been angry. But if I hadn’t been able to fault Sariss for reaching out to the Eternal Priestesses for help, then I couldn’t be upset for Lathriel doing the same with the Godsworn. Like most cults, they preyed upon the desperate and the hopeless, and the dark truth was that they couldn’t have endured for so long if the Empire hadn’t created a steady supply of recruits.

The Old Gods promised a return to a world where faith, not bloodline, was the path to power. Even as a Wyrm Lord, a man born into unfathomable power, I had still been able to understand why that promise seduced so many. And after years as Rasmus living amidst the lowborn of Abethaal during Krynn’s harsh rule, I was frankly surprised that their promises hadn’t seduced more people.

When I looked at Lathriel now, I could remember the conversation we’d had in the ruins of that ancient temple in the Godsworn Rise with perfect clarity. She had told me how most of her family had wanted her to become a concubine, but that her brother had taught her how to fight in the hopes that she could forge her own path. When the Skywatch had accepted her as a rider, they had also likely denied the Sarodihm another potential recruit.

But then I had vanished, and the future we had imagined together had crumbled as surely as that ancient temple.

“The Sarodihm seemed like my only path forward,” Lathriel said. “I contacted plenty of other groups across Varellon who were willing to help me evade Krynn and hide our son, but the Sarodihm were the only ones who could offer me power. They offered magic—magic that could be granted to anyone, not just those born with sorcery in their blood.”

She let out a long, slow breath. “It must sound like madness to you, but I didn’t see any other path forward. I knew that our son would be at risk of discovery for as long as Krynn lived. But if I could kill him, I would avenge you, save Abethaal, and protect our child at the same time.”

“What was this power they gave you?” I asked, voice low. “Earlier, you said something about a mirror.”

Lathriel nodded. “It’s called a Fenathan—a window between the physical world and the Pale. The Sarodihm use it to communicate with the Old Gods inside their prison. And somehow, the gods can use it to grant a spark of their divine power to their followers.”

“How is that possible?”

“I have no idea,” she admitted. “But the one who taught me to use it is named Talona—the same priestess of Illisaya that Sariss confronted in the city while we were battling Krynn. Talona rationed the power tightly—she only allowed us to use it on specific missions and for short durations. I assume that means the reach of the Old Gods remains quite limited, but a part of me always wondered if she was also using it as a means of control.”

“With magic?”

“With pain,” Lathriel corrected. “Giving the power back isn’t easy, Alamir. Your body misses it. Craves it. And the ache is…unpleasant.”

“The Wasting Echo,” I breathed. “You feel it?”

She clenched her jaw. “Every day since I last touched the Aether. It stopped getting worse, but it never seems to get better.”

Lathriel leaned up and stretched her hands out toward the fire. She had taken off her leather armguards, which allowed me to see the faint discoloration along her normally hale skin.

“Honestly, it’s not the pain that bothers me so much as the weakness,” she said. “I can’t tell you how amazing it was to feel the power of the Aether coursing through me for the first time…and how awful it was to have it taken away again. It was like being able to see after a lifetime of living in darkness, then having a blindfold wrapped around your head.”

I reached out and squeezed her wrist, wishing there was something I could do. But as powerful as the dragons may have been, we weren’t gods. We could wield the Aether, but it wouldn’t grant the gift to others. There was no cure for the Wasting Echo.

“The Sarodihm were keeping the Fenathan in a cave not far from Nost Darah,” Lathriel said. “I was thinking I should travel back to the fort with Karn and the Underborn tomorrow just to see if it’s still there.”

“What?” I stammered. “We have to get back to Tel Kithas.”

“You need to get back to Tel Kithas,” she corrected. “But you also need to make sure the Underborn march home like they promise. If I go with them, I can make sure that happens.”

I stared back at her in disbelief. “That’s a terrible idea. I lost you once—I’m not going to lose you again.”

Lathriel shook her head. “You won’t. But it’s not just about the Underborn or the Fenathan. I need to find my wyvern and…” She trailed off and brought her hand to her neck. “I want to show him to you,” she whispered.

I frowned. “Who?”

“Our son,” she whispered. “I have a locket with an image of him. I didn’t want to bring it here to the city in case…well, in case I got captured.”

I felt another dagger twist inside me. I didn’t know what our son looked like. I didn’t even know his name…

“He has your hair,” Lathriel said, smiling tightly as she brushed her fingers through my long, straight white locks. “And your courage.”

“What’s his name?” I asked so softly it was barely audible over the crackling fire.

“Eranas. It’s a name from an old faeyn story about a ranger who never knew his family.”

I swallowed, and it was like acid on my tongue. Eranas. The name settled between my ribs. “I need to see him. We need to see him.”

“We can’t! Not yet. Not until…well, not until we’re sure he’ll be safe.”

“I will protect him, Lath,” I promised.

“I know,” she said, placing her hand on my cheek. “We’ll go and see him once we’re back in Tel Kithas and we’re sure Krynn’s loyalists are gone.”

“What about the Sarodihm? Will they be looking for him?”

“No, they have no idea Eranas exists. Almost no one does.” Lathriel’s cheek twitched. “Even he doesn’t know who he is. Or who you are.”

The dagger inside me twisted again. All that time as Rasmus, and I had no idea I had a son waiting for me. Just like my son didn’t know he had a father…

“Anonymity was the only way to keep him safe,” Lathriel said. “But now that you’re back, things can finally change.”

She smiled again, then pulled me in for a kiss. Her body melted into mine, and I swore I could feel all her pain and fear and joy and relief swirling together on her lips and tongue. I couldn’t wait to take her home; I couldn’t wait to make her my wife.

I couldn’t wait to meet our son.

Tears stained her cheeks when she finally pulled back, but her smile remained. I stared deep into her hazel eyes, content to let the silence express what words could not.

“We…we have to figure out what the Sarodihm are planning,” Lathriel said. “I knew they wanted to destroy Krynn and build power in the Reach. Talona believed that any victory over the dragons was worthwhile.”

“And she thought you believed that too?” I asked.

“Honestly, I don’t know. We never got along. I was openly contemptuous of her most of the time. But she knew I hated Krynn, and that I was the most powerful fighter under her command. That was enough for her to let me use the mirror.”

“You think it’s still in their mountain base?”

“Maybe, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they’d moved it,” Lathriel said. “Especially since they vanished so quickly after the siege. Maybe they changed their plans once Krynn was dead.”

I winced at the mention of his name. “You think this priestess could be responsible for his missing body?”

“It seems like the only feasible explanation, doesn’t it? She and her Raveners are the only ones I can think of who might have the power to move a dragon corpse, but I have no idea why they would bother. If anything, I would have thought they’d be happy to let him sit there and rot where everyone could see it. Krynn was their enemy, too.”

Lathriel pursed her lips as she considered further. “Then again, the last time Talona and I spoke, she said that Krynn had aided the Sarodihm cause more than he realized. And that House Mandar’s rise to power was no accident.”

“Mmm,” I murmured. “Well, according to Sariss, this woman also seems to think that the Vaz Gorati are somehow responsible for the Blood Drought. She may just be spewing lies as a matter of course. It’s what the Sarodihm have always done, use lies to sow division and doubt.”

“True,” Lathriel whispered, sounding as unconvinced as I felt. “Whatever they’re planning, they might have left evidence behind in their mountain base.

“Their cult hasn’t survived for thousands of years by leaving a trail of clues to follow.”

“No, but I might as well have a look around while I’m there. And once I find Vilyanos, I’ll fly back to Tel Kithas. I should only be gone for a day or two.” Her smile returned. “Plenty of time for Sariss to assert her control over the palace.”

“And the temples,” I agreed. “And the Seven Spires. And probably the rest of the city.”

Chuckling, Lathriel pulled me in for another kiss. I held her tightly against me, my hands settling on the bare skin at the small of her back. First Sariss, then Karethys, and now Lathriel…

Fate had stolen them all away from me. But now, against all odds, it had given me a chance to get them back.

“I almost reached out to her many times,” Lathriel breathed when she finally pulled away, “both before and after I’d fled the province.”

“Why didn’t you?” I asked. “You had to know she would have helped you however she could.”

“That’s precisely why I didn’t contact her. I knew she would have dropped everything to protect your child. I didn’t want to burden her with that…or to put her at risk.” Lathriel sighed heavily. “Besides, the Vaz Gorati don’t let their priestesses walk away carrying the secrets of the sisterhood. They would have tracked her down eventually, and that could have led them to our son.”

I nodded soberly, wondering what the blood witches would have done. As Rasmus, I’d heard all sorts of horrible stories about them using their magic to forcibly terminate the pregnancies of “unworthy” women, though I found it difficult to believe that they would murder the child of a dragon. Then again, Lathriel hadn’t technically been my wife, and she was a lowborn faeyn rather than a proper highborn noble.

It was for the best that we would never have to find out what they would have done. Because if they had harmed my son in any way, I would have burned down every Vaz Gorati temple in Abethaal.

“I’m just glad nothing happened to her,” Lathriel said. “We never had the chance to…well, to get to know each other.”

“You will,” I promised. “And I’ve no doubt you’ll get along fine.”

“Unless she tries to tell me what to do. She better not expect me to clean your room or cook you dinner.”

I laughed. “She won’t. Probably.”

We shared a chuckle. “I’m still trying to wrap my head around this Vorskai girl, too,” Lathriel said, feathering her fingers through my hair again. “Five years ago, I thought you were courageous to meet with the humans, but I never could have imagined that this girl was truly the heir of Tirathon Vermillion!”

“Or a dragon,” I agreed. “Tyris has never actually transformed yet, but…well, you saw what happened with us during the fight with Krynn. I still don’t have a full explanation for it, but there are times I’m convinced she’s made out of pure energy. Without her, I doubt I ever would have become a dragon again. Or touched the Aether.”

Lathriel nodded slowly. “Well, she definitely seems loyal.”

“She is.”

“And pretty.”

“That certainly helps,” I admitted. “But she’s also tough and headstrong—you’ll like her, I promise.”

Lathriel smiled and brushed my hair again. “Makes me think about all those fantasies you used to talk about. A return to tradition where a dragon would spend decades traveling Varellon with his wives before finally settling down.”

“I wish we’d had that chance,” I said, taking her wrist and pulling it toward my mouth so I could give it a kiss. “We would have had a lot of fun together.”

“Maybe,” she whispered. “Though I’m not sure I would have liked wearing a collar that long. All things considered, I think I’d prefer the brand.”

I grinned. “Me too.”

Lathriel stared deep into my eyes as I kissed my way up the length of her forearm. I was about to pick her up and carry her over to the bed when I heard the shuffle of soft footsteps outside the door. Sariss had given the servants explicit instructions to leave us alone, but those orders naturally didn’t apply to my wife herself…

Sariss entered without so much as a knock, which was well within the purview of her position as First Wife…though still rude. She was carrying several clean glasses as well as a second bottle of Lostrien wine.

“I’m afraid the local stores of alchemical supplies are quite depleted,” she said, setting the glasses and bottle down on the suite’s dining table. “Disappointing, but not unexpected. The ritual will simply have to wait until we return to Tel Kithas.”

“The what?” I asked as I turned to face her.

“The branding ritual, of course,” Sariss replied as if it were obvious. “I had hoped to complete it tonight.”

Lathriel snorted softly as she slipped out of my grip. “We were just talking about that. But after everything that happened, don’t you think it’s wise to take one night off to recover?”

“Part of recovery is setting things right,” Sariss said, stepping in front of the shorter woman and eyeing her up and down. “Are you still injured?”

“Just a little bruised. In a few days, it should—”

“Then protocol must be observed, especially in times of great tumult. We must project a sense of normalcy and continuity to the people of Abethaal.”

“It’s one night,” Lathriel repeated. “It will be days before anyone else even knows what happened here.”

“Mistress,” Sariss said.

“Excuse me?”

“When you address me from this point forward, you shall refer to me as ‘mistress’ or First Wife.”

Lathriel’s jaw sank open. “Is this a joke?”

“It is protocol,” Sariss corrected. “Such honorifics are not strictly necessary in informal settings, but you would do well to begin developing the habit, particularly in matters of the bedroom where my authority is absolute. Your experiences taking orders as a soldier will undoubtedly serve you well.”

I tried to find my voice, but it wasn’t where I’d left it. Lathriel was having the same problem.

“This situation is already irregular,” Sariss went on as she circled behind the other woman. “I’m unaware of any precedent for a branding ritual on a wife who has given birth.”

“I, uh…I’m sure it’s happened before,” I managed when Lathriel remained stunned. “Plenty of dragons have mistresses in addition to their wives and concubines.”

“Yes, but the Vaz Gorati are quick to collar them. Dragons are free and encouraged to enjoy any unwed female they wish, but only as long as she is properly branded or collared. Your seed is a divine gift—it should only be allowed to bloom inside worthy wombs.”

Lathriel finally snapped out of her paralysis. “Are you saying mine wasn’t worthy?”

“Not at all,” Sariss said, unexpectedly sliding her arms around the ranger’s slender waist from behind. She then placed her fingers atop Lathriel’s unbranded stomach. “Only that our lord should have been cautious.”

“Erm,” Lathriel stuttered when the other woman began to gently massage her belly. At the same time, Sariss nuzzled her nose against the back of the ranger’s neck.

“As First Wife, I should have been there when he took you for the first time,” Sariss said, her voice suddenly dark and heavy rather than scolding. “To ensure you fully satisfied his needs.”

“That…that wasn’t a problem,” Lathriel replied softly.

With her free hand, Sariss brushed the ranger’s hair behind her pointed ears, then gently kissed her neck. “Perhaps not,” she cooed. “But it is my duty nonetheless. Our lord also denied me the opportunity to supervise his first coupling with the half-human. He shared his seed with her many times before she was branded.”

Lathriel’s eyes fluttered; she was clearly enjoying Sariss’s touch. But the words eventually sank in, and she looked back at me in surprise. “You spent inside the human girl before she was branded?”

“It…well, it was a long trip north,” I said defensively. “We had spare time on the way.”

She arched a curious eyebrow. “How long did you actually know her beforehand?”

“Two days,” Sariss breathed.

“Two days?” Lathriel stammered. “You had that girl on her back in just two days?”

“It was longer than that,” I said, feeling a rush of heat in my cheeks. “The situation was…I mean, the Vorskai believe that she’s…well…”

“Dragons have insatiable appetites,” Sariss interjected, kissing her way up the side of Lathriel’s neck until her lips were caressing the ranger’s ear. “It is another reason I wish you to be branded as soon as possible. I will need your aid to keep our husband satisfied.”

“Mm.” Lathriel smiled, and she placed her hand atop Sariss’s on her belly. “I’m looking forward to that.”

“Good. Because I intend to oversee you while you pleasure him tonight.”

Lathriel glanced back over her shoulder so she could look the other woman eye to eye. “What?”

“Since our lord cannot seem to temper his lust,” Sariss said, her blue eyes flicking up to meet mine, “he cannot be trusted not to spill inside an uncollared, unbranded female. Therefore, I shall exercise my right to oversee your coupling.”

I didn’t know how to respond, and neither did Lathriel. Earlier, Sariss had implied that she would give us privacy tonight, but perhaps she was the one whose lust was truly untempered…

“Our lord will spill upon you,” Sariss said, holding Lathriel’s gaze. Their faces were so close they were practically sharing breaths. “And you will thank him for his bounty. Do you understand?”

“Y-yes,” Lathriel managed.

Sariss arched a golden eyebrow. “Yes what?”

“Yes…Mistress.”

Sariss’s blue eyes glimmered in excitement, and she promptly cupped her hands around Lathriel’s cheeks and pulled their mouths together.

I grinned as I watched them kiss, resisting the temptation to rush over and join them. Just like when she had conducted Tyris’s branding ritual, Sariss was in complete control of the proceedings. As her dragon, I could have ordered her away, but I couldn’t imagine why I would ever do such a thing. She knew exactly what she was doing.

To both of us.

Their embrace grew more passionate by the moment, and my manhood stirred at the sight. I was thankful that I hadn’t yet put on the new linens the servants have brought up for me. Otherwise, I might have already split the front of the trousers wide open. With the illusory outfit projected by my glamour stone, I didn’t have to worry about such discomforts.

The draft from the open windows was a different story, of course, though I imagined we’d all be scorching hot in no time. Nevertheless, I used the reprieve to step over to the fireplace and stoke the wood—not with a poker, but with a quick puff of dragon flame.

The girls didn’t seem to notice. Sariss had begun to unfasten the straps of Lathriel’s leather breastplate, and I could feel the Aether stirring around her fingers as she explored the ranger’s athletic body. Vaz Gorati blood magic was capable of many feats, including prompt restoration of a man’s stamina. But judging from the way Lathriel’s breath kept hitching, Sariss must have been stimulating her somehow. It was yet another reason Dragon Priestesses were such common First Wives.

With the fire now roaring in the hearth, it was time to stoke the one roaring in my loins. I moved behind Lathriel while the girls kissed, and I traced my fingertips up the sides of her slender waist to the cropped bottom of her breastplate. Since Sariss had already unfastened the straps, I was easily able to open the back. It only took a few moments for me to remove the leather armor and the cloth top beneath, and once they were out of the way, I slid my hands around her body and gently squeezed her pert faeyn breasts.

Lathriel gasped into Sariss’s mouth when I touched her, and again when I rolled her nipples between my fingers. I kissed the top of her head, and the faint flowery scent of her dark hair conjured up a score of pleasant memories from the past.

Sariss pulled back during one of Lathriel’s gasps. Her blue eyes flashed hungrily, and she dragged one of her long fingernails along the ranger’s collarbone, between her breasts, and down to her unbranded belly. Slowly, sensuously, she squatted on the heels of her boots and gently kissed Lathriel’s stomach while simultaneously unfastening her belt. Within seconds, Lathriel’s skirt and panties were on the floor.

As First Wife, Sariss had every right to taste my other wives. And after watching her feast on Tyris just a few days earlier, it was clear that the Vaz Gorati had taught her plenty of techniques to please both men and women. Lathriel learned that same lesson almost immediately.

She reflexively widened her legs and moaned when Sariss traced a finger along her slit, and again when the priestess added her lips and tongue to the mix. Sensing an opportunity, I squeezed Lathriel’s breasts again, then tilted her head back so I could give her a proper kiss of my own. Our tongues swirled together more intensely than ever, and she gasped into my mouth with every lick and nibble.

But Sariss only intended to get Lathriel ready for me, not make her spend. She pulled away just before the ranger lost control, then kissed her way back up Lathriel’s body.

“She is ready for you, my lord,” Sariss said. “How do you wish to have her?”

I almost bent Lathriel over the couch and slammed into her right then and there, but I managed to contain myself long enough to spin her around, pick her up by the thighs, and carry her over to the bed. I kissed her the whole way over, and her legs squeezed me so tightly I nearly slipped inside her. She even touched my glamour stone to dispel my illusory clothes.

I practically threw her down on the bed, and I would have plunged right into her if Sariss hadn’t crawled onto the sheets next to us. She looked deep into my eyes as her hand found my cock and began to gently stroke my shaft.

“Remember this, my lord,” Sariss breathed. “Despite her beauty—despite her need—you must not spill inside her.”

“I remember,” I said through clenched teeth, trying to humor her. But my patience grew thinner with every tug of her fingers. All I could think about was how good it was going to feel to split Lathriel open…

“Cover her thoroughly, but do not miss,” Sariss added. “A dragon’s bounty is far too precious to waste.”

I snarled, fighting the urge to push her out of the way and claim my prize. “I understand.”

“Good.” Sariss paused, then turned to Lathriel. “You will watch him consecrate your flesh. Do not blink—do not falter. Respect and honor your dragon at all times.”

Sariss’s eyes flashed when they swiveled back to me, and she gave my manhood a final squeeze. “Now take her, my lord. She is yours.”

I didn’t need to be told twice. The moment she released my cock I leaned forward, placed my swollen tip against Lathriel’s folds, and pushed inside. She moaned in delight as I stretched her carnal walls for the first time in five long years. Her faeyn cunt was every bit as tight as I remembered, and she used her toned thighs to pull me in deeper.

Ever since my memories had returned, I hadn’t been able to stop thinking about our perfect night in the Godsworn Rise. The glow of her beautiful body in the moonlight, the euphoric look on her face when I entered her that first time, the desperation in her breaths while she was riding me…

Well, tonight I was going to return the favor.

I pulled out and thrust back into her, splitting her open as I’d planned. Her nails dug into my arms, and her face scrunched just like it had when I’d claimed her precious flower.

“Alamir!” she wheezed. “Gods, you feel so…ngn!”

I began driving into her as relentlessly as she had ridden me, claiming her silky core in no uncertain terms with deep, powerful strokes. Her quim was slick enough that I had no difficulty thrusting yet tight enough that I could feel her carnal walls gripping my shaft, echoing her racing pulse. The sensation was so overwhelming I could have easily let myself go and pounded away until I burst. But I refused to finish before she did, and Sariss seemed eager to help me achieve my goal. While I slammed into Lathriel, she leaned down and began to kiss and fondle her nipples.

“Yes!” Lathriel gasped, arching to bring her body to Sariss’s lips, fists bunching the sheets. “Oh…just like…ngnn!”

It didn’t take long before the ranger lost control. Her head sank into the pillows, her eyes rolled back into her head, and she cried out both our names as she spent. Her walls crushed me even harder as they contracted, and it was a minor miracle that I didn’t spiral over the edge and flood her womb despite Sariss’s insistence. I held on as long as I could, but there was no way to stop my momentum. I thrust into her once, twice, thrice—

I pulled out just in time. My cock exploded, spraying a sticky white line from Lathriel’s belly all the way to her lips before I could grab the shaft to aim. I fired four more salvos onto her, thoroughly glazing her chin, tummy, and tits as if I hadn’t finished in months. Lathriel gasped as the scorching spurts splattered her skin, but she obeyed Sariss’s orders and kept her eyes open to watch her dragon cover her in his gratitude.

She looked up at me once I’d finally finished, her eyes wide in amazement at how thoroughly soaked she was.

“Marvelous,” Sariss said, practically panting as she examined my handiwork. “Our lord has blessed you with his divine seed. What do you say?”

“There’s so much!” Lathriel exclaimed as she reached down to touch a glob on her breast. “Gods, I had no idea he could—”

“No,” Sariss interrupted, snatching her wrist. “What do you say to your dragon?”

“Um. T-thank you?”

“Better. But it is vital you do not waste his bounty.”

Sariss licked the sticky glob from Lathriel’s finger and rolled it over her tongue to taste the full power of my blood legacy. At the same time, I saw her left hand sneak beneath her robe to massage her quim.

“His seed is the future of the empire,” she breathed. “Our bodies are the vessels of his blood legacy. Never forget this.”

She continued her reading for several heartbeats, the only sound in the room that of our collective heavy breaths. Eventually her eyes flicked back open, and she stared down at the glistening body of the woman beneath her.

“I shall clean you now,” Sariss declared. “And then our lord shall take you again.”

Lathriel’s eyelids fluttered when Sariss began to lick my bounty from her breasts. “What…ooooh…what about you?”

“Tonight is yours,” Sariss said, giving the other woman a warm, sticky smile through her seed-covered lips. “Once we return to Tel Kithas, they will all be ours.”


Interlude
Sariss


Midnight had long since come and gone by the time Sariss returned to the guest room she had claimed in the Sethuil keep. It had been excruciatingly difficult to leave rather than continue indulging herself, but thankfully she could still taste Alamir’s glorious bounty on her lips. As much as she wanted him to spill inside her where his seed could bloom, she couldn’t deny how badly she had missed tasting him as well. Thanks to her Vaz Gorati training, she could feel the entire legacy of his bloodline every time he spilled, and the power within was undeniably intoxicating. On three separate occasions she nearly turned around and went back.

But each time, she reminded herself that she was the First Wife, and she needed to set an example for the others. Besides, she could easily get another taste in the morning.

Sariss entered her room as quietly as she could to avoid waking Tyris. The Vorskai girl was curled up next to the fireplace atop a pile of heavy furs, which she seemed to prefer over the bed. The choice was strange if understandable, given that Tyris had spent a lifetime sleeping in caves and beneath the stars. Both of them would have preferred to share a bed with Alamir, of course, but they had agreed to give Lathriel some space. In a few days, once the ranger had been properly branded, the three of them could satisfy their dragon together.

And it was going to be wonderful.

For now, though, she needed to get some sleep. Yet instead of sliding into the bed, she stepped over to the window and looked out upon Sethuil. It was hard to believe that just half a day earlier, boulders had been smashing against the city’s barrier while dragons battled overhead. The nighttime air was cool and crisp, and there was only the faintest hint of ash now that the fires had all been put out. Peace had returned to the Reach. Whether it would linger once Alamir departed was the question no one could answer.

Sariss sighed. Part of the reason she had wanted to be with her husband was to keep her mind focused. All the demands on her time today had been a blessing, since they had kept her from thinking about her confrontation with Talona, the Eternal Priestess and presumed leader of the Sarodihm here in Abethaal. But every time she had a quiet moment, the memories flooded back into her head.

Your Vaz Gorati sisters have already aided us more than we ever could have hoped, the Godsworn priestess had told her. And they will continue to do so, right until the Veil falls and the gods may once again cast their light upon this wretched world…

“Is Lathriel all right?”

Sariss hopped in her boots at the unexpected sound of Tyris’s voice. The girl rolled over in her furs, her orange hair looking even more like flames than normal when silhouetted against the flickering embers in the hearth.

“She is well,” Sariss said, offering the girl a tight smile. “I apologize if I woke you up.”

“You did not,” Tyris assured her. “But you seem unsettled.”

The girl was perceptive; there was no denying that. She also tended to be quite blunt, which might cause more problems in Tel Kithas than her mixed-blood heritage. But Sariss actually found herself looking forward to seeing how some of the nobles would react, if only so she could watch Alamir smack them down.

“There is much to be unsettled about,” Sariss said instead. “If Warlord Karn does not agree to lift the siege, the fighting will continue. Alamir will be forced to destroy them, and the people of the Reach will continue to suffer until order is restored.”

“Surely they are not foolish enough to stay and fight a dragon,” Tyris replied.

Inwardly, Sariss wondered if the girl was aware of the irony of that statement. Her people, the Vorskai, had spent decades fighting against the dragons with no hope of victory. Belief was as powerful a force as sorcery at times, and these Underborn rebels believed they had much to fight for.

“I hope not,” Sariss said. “We shall see soon enough.”

She gave the girl a tired smile, then reached behind her to the nightstand where she had set out her alchemical supplies several hours ago. She’d only located enough supplies in town to prepare a single elixir, but the herbalists in Tel Kithas would surely have more than enough to let her brew a steady supply.

“Since you are awake, you may as well take this now,” she said, taking the phials and offering it to Tyris.

“To aid with sleep?” the girl asked, her eyes narrowing. She looked noticeably younger after she had washed the white warpaint from her face during a bath a few hours earlier.

“No,” Sariss said. “It is a fertility elixir. I will prepare one for you every few days until Alamir’s seed blooms inside you.”

Tyris reached out and took the small phial, then gave it a sniff. “The Vorskai use telerian extract. This is…different.”

Sariss arched an eyebrow. Perhaps she shouldn’t have been surprised that the girl knew something about the craft. After all, the Vorskai had clearly taught her everything they could, from sorcery to swordplay to survivalism.

“Anola oil is far more effective,” Sariss said. “Though sorcery is the true catalyst for the mixture—the Vaz Gorati know many channeling techniques that can aid with alchemy.”

Tyris nodded slowly, then looked over at the supplies on the table. “You did not brew one for yourself?”

“I will once I can resupply in Tel Kithas. Until then, you are the priority.”

The girl’s brow creased. “You are the First Wife.”

“But not a dragon,” Sariss said. “Alamir must breed you as soon as possible. The future of the Empire depends upon it.”

Tyris stayed silent for several heartbeats, then opened the phial and gulped it down. It was an act of trust, to be sure, though she may not have been aware of it. Power struggles between dragon wives were disappointingly common. And as much as it turned her stomach to admit, Sariss had no doubt that plenty of other women in her position would have been all-too willing to poison a competitor, even one with dragon blood.

The dark truth—one Sariss still found difficult to accept—was that the festering rot deep in the heart of the Empire had little or nothing to do with the Blood Drought. Ambition and avarice had taken the place of duty and self-sacrifice. The Empire had once been about shared prosperity under the wings of the dragons, not a competition for power and prestige.

Or perhaps that was also a myth. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time that she’d been too naive for her own good.

Believe what you will, Talona had told her. Your Vaz Gorati sisters have aided us more than we ever could have hoped.

“I am certain that Alamir’s seed will soon take root inside you as well,” Tyris said as she handed back the phial. “And that we shall both bear him dragons.”

“If Lahara wills it,” Sariss replied. “But none of this would be possible without you and your magnificent gift. To cleanse Alamir…to revive him…it almost defies belief.”

“We are bound as one. Just as it was promised in the flames.”

Sariss smiled. Both the Diviners and the Vaz Gorati had long dismissed the power of “barbarian prophecies,” but this was different from the fables and legends of the other dustborn. Perhaps it was because Tyris had Vermillion blood…or perhaps it was because they really were at a turning point in the history of the Empire.

Regardless, when Alamir had first spoken of peace with the Vorskai five years ago, Sariss had been disgusted by the thought of him sullying his perfect dragon blood with a dustborn barbarian. And even now, after she had performed the branding ritual on this girl, a small part of Sariss still prickled at the thought of sharing her husband with a half-human. The Vaz Gorati had drilled their doctrine into her from a young age: the bloodlines needed to remain pure if the Empire was to survive the Drought.

But yet again, the Eternal Priestess’s words rang through Sariss’s mind. By controlling the flow of the blood, by fearing its dilution in those you deem weak or unworthy, you have only allowed the rot to gather strength.

“What is wrong?” Tyris asked.

“Nothing,” Sariss lied, putting away the phial and trying to ignore the sudden tightening in her chest. “You should get some rest. And I should go and check on the wounded.”

“At this hour?”

“Pain and suffering won’t wait until morning.”

Tyris frowned. “But you also need rest. The Flensing caused you great pain this afternoon.”

“I will manage.”

Sariss stood and started to leave, but then abruptly paused and leaned down to place her hand on the girl’s cheek. A rush of Aetheric energy tingled through her fingers, as if Tyris were a creature of pure energy rather than flesh and bone. The sensation still stunned her every time. She truly must have been a gift from the Dragon Goddess…

Like a moth drawn to flame, Sariss couldn’t help but lean forward and give Tyris a kiss. The ripple of energy spread through the priestess’s body, making her feel as renewed as if she actually had gotten some sleep. And as a bonus, perhaps the girl had gotten a taste of their husband’s seed on her lips.

“I will return,” Sariss breathed as she finally pulled away. Reaching down, she brushed her fingers across the Sorokar brand on the girl’s belly. “Sister.”

Tyris smiled back at her, and Sariss planted one final kiss on the girl’s lips before she stood and left the room. She only made it halfway through the keep’s long, drafty corridor before one of the servants—a middle-aged human woman—rushed out of the shadows to intercept her.

“Dragon Priestess,” she said, bowing then falling to her knees. “I-I apologize again for the state of your accommodations.”

“I told you, the accommodations are more than adequate for one night,” Sariss said. “Please, rise.”

The other woman slowly pulled herself upright, but she still didn’t make eye contact. She might have been trembling; it was difficult to tell in the dim light here between the wall torches. Either way, Sariss had to once again repress her fury at how Krynn’s minions had treated these people. From the moment she had entered the keep and bade them to prepare quarters, the staff had looked horrified rather than relieved by the return of their rightful Dragon Sovereign. They had genuinely expected her to lash them.

“If there is anything I can get for you, Mistress, p-please let me know,” the servant said.

“I don’t require anything,” Sariss interrupted, wishing she could magically convince this woman—and all the rest of the people in the Reach—that times were about to change for the better. Alamir would see to it that their obedience was rewarded with dignity and respect.

But sadly, even sorcery couldn’t heal all wounds in an instant.

After doing what she could to calm the house servant—and the other two that similarly ambushed her elsewhere in the halls—Sariss made her way out of the keep. There were only a handful of soldiers outside, all of whom had already sworn allegiance to the new Dragon Sovereign…for whatever that was worth. Rebuilding a trustworthy garrison here would be yet another of Alamir’s monumental tasks.

For a moment, she considered the potential dangers of traveling alone through the city at night without guards. Talona and her Raveners were gone, but they could have easily left behind agents in the city. And there was also the more generalized danger of looters and thugs who always emerged during times of chaos and instability. But she trusted that her dragon brand would deter all but the most foolish assailant, and her sorcery would hopefully deal with the rest.

Still, it would have been nice to have an orc warrior at her side, if only for peace of mind. Smiling at the thought, she made her way toward the Temple of Lahara where they had established a hospital tent in the courtyard for those who had been injured during the siege. Despite the late hour, the area remained predictably busy, with a combination of temple acolytes and local apothecaries doing what they could to tend to the wounded.

Her reappearance sent ripples of surprise throughout the tent. Sariss had already done her best to stabilize things earlier, to the point that she had exhausted herself and nearly triggered the Flensing. Everyone had assumed she would only return in the morning, including the man she had come here to see.

Borkesh was lying on a cot at the edge of the tent, notably separated from the other patients. While Sariss had made it abundantly clear to the apothecaries and acolytes that he was an ally of the Dragon Sovereign, she wasn’t surprised that he was alone. The tusks and green skin would mark him as a dangerous savage to most Avetharri, including her.

Until he had risked his life on her behalf.

“What are you doing here?” Borkesh asked as she approached, leaning up and wincing as he did so. “It has to be after midnight.”

“It is,” Sariss confirmed, casting a glance at the damaged armor leaning against the wall behind him. Between the barrage of crossbow bolts and the magic of the Raveners, his breastplate had taken a beating. “But I wanted to see how you were doing.”

The orc grunted. “Raz finish that quickly? I always figured that paleskins would have poor endurance.”

Sariss’s eyes narrowed. “Alamir has excellent endurance. He is a dragon.”

“Yet here you are, not looking the least bit tired,” Borkesh said. “Don’t worry, I’ll mock him for it tomorrow.”

Her first impulse was to defend her husband verbally; her second was to use her blood magic to wither the orc’s manhood until he apologized for slandering the Dragon Sovereign.

But then she remembered how Borkesh and Alamir interacted when they were together. Half their conversations consisted of insults, both veiled and direct, yet they never seemed to take any of it to heart. It didn’t make any sense to her at all, but the Vaz Gorati had warned her that males were fundamentally bizarre creatures with equally bizarre kinship rituals. And the fact that Borkesh seemed inclined to include Sariss in them might have been his way of expressing camaraderie.

If not, she could always resort to the blood magic option later.

“How do you feel?” Sariss asked, reaching down to examine his bandages. For a moment, it seemed like he might take her wrist and stop her from fussing over him, but then he seemed to relax.

“I’ve been worse,” Borkesh said. “Much worse. Not used to paleskin healing magic. Raz and I rarely had that luxury. Not that he needed it—little touch of magic, and he’d heal himself in no time. Bastard.”

Sariss reached out to the Aether as she touched the orc’s green flesh. Warmth flowed from her fingertips into his body, and she closed her eyes as she probed his wounds. Without the prompt aid she had given him after the battle, he likely wouldn’t have survived. Even healing elixirs wouldn’t have been able to stop the internal bleeding, but her sorcery had been up to the task.

“It will take several days for your strength to return,” Sariss said. “And there may be some scarring.”

Borkesh snorted. “Good.”

She arched a confused eyebrow. “You wish to have scars?”

“Absolutely. Raz has been lording that hideous chest wound over me for years. Now that it’s all closed up, I might as well press the advantage while I have it.”

He chuckled, apparently amused with himself. Sariss had no idea why, but she found herself smiling back anyway.

“I wanted to thank you again,” she said.

“For what?”

“For defending me from the Sarodihm cultists.”

“Raz would have been upset if I hadn’t,” Borkesh replied with a shrug. “Besides, those Godsworn deserved a kick in the teeth. Whatever they’re trying to accomplish, it won’t benefit anyone else. It never does.”

“Still, you didn’t have to put yourself in danger on my behalf. I will not forget it.”

He grunted, then glanced away in what seemed like embarrassment, though she must have been reading him wrong. Orcs probably weren’t capable of such a thing.

“We will travel to Tel Kithas early tomorrow morning,” she said as she pulled over a chair and took a seat next to his cot. “But you should stay here and recover for a few days. Flying might be dangerous in your condition.”

“No chance in hell I’m staying in a paleskin city without Raz around,” Borkesh said. “They can barely stand me walking amongst them while the dragon is watching. Imagine what will happen once he’s gone.”

“Surely no one is foolish enough to harm an ally of the Sovereign.”

“It’s amusing you believe that.” He sat up on the cot and winced slightly as he did so. “But don’t be surprised if this whole thing goes to shit the moment he’s over the horizon. The Reach has been waiting to tear itself apart for a long time now.”

Sariss pursed her lips and swept her eyes around the tent. It was calm enough here in the middle of the night, but Borkesh was obviously right to be concerned, especially if Karn and his Underborn refused to march back to Nost Darah…

“It will take time to restore order,” she said. “And the Godsworn will undoubtedly try to subvert us. I wish we had learned more about their plans.”

“From the sounds of it, Raz will have his talons full dealing with all the bullshit in the capital,” Borkesh replied. “Paleskin politics seem far more dangerous than a few cultists.”

He was wrong, but not as wrong as he should have been. Alamir would indeed have his hands full when he returned, as would Sariss. She had been so busy today she’d had precious little time to plan out how they would approach the nobles in Tel Kithas. Whenever she’d had a free moment, her thoughts had been entirely focused upon the Godsworn…and the Eternal Priestess who had nearly tricked her into making a grave mistake.

She reached down and placed her fingertips atop the red Sorokar brand on her stomach. Looking back, she couldn’t believe that she had been willing to make a deal with the Godsworn just for a chance to have Alamir’s child—a child that may have been tainted by the power of the Old Gods. If Alamir hadn’t returned, she may have very well gone through with it…

“Whatever the Godsworn are planning, they must be stopped,” Sariss said quietly. “Left unchallenged, the lies of that priestess will poison the Empire.”

“For what it’s worth, all you witches lie about something,” he said. “The Godsworn, the Vaz Gorati, the Crones…whatever god decided that women should be in charge of history made a big mistake.”

Sariss scowled at him. “The Vaz Gorati have kept Lahara’s gift flowing through the Empire for thousands of years. Without us, her sacred blood would be so diluted that dragons may not even exist.”

“The Drought’s doing that anyway, isn’t it?” Borkesh snorted. “The Crones try to do the same thing with the tribes. Only the chieftain and a handful of his best warriors are allowed to breed. It’s supposed to make us strong, but I think it makes everyone’s tusks crookeder and crookeder.”

Sariss winced, her thoughts once again turning to the Eternal Priestess and her warning…

“Mokka never bought into that bullshit,” Borkesh added. “The other Crones hated her for it, though they were probably just jealous she was more powerful than they were. But that’s another problem with you women—you’re always plotting and scheming instead of working together.”

“Don’t orc males fight to the death over mates?” she asked.

“And loot,” he said. “And food. And weapons. And sometimes over who gets to piss where. But that’s my point—we pick up a club, we cave each other’s skulls in, and we then take their wives. Clean and simple, no scheming needed.”

Sariss scoffed. “Hardly civilized behavior.”

Borkesh shrugged. “Civilization is just a way for men with small pricks to get power they don’t deserve. Truth is forged in blood. It’s why males should be in charge of history.”

“Males wouldn’t even bother writing anything down!”

He snorted. “You think the Crones do? They keep our tales in songs and stories, easier to change whatever they don’t like.”

“Ah,” Sariss said with a sigh as she stood up. Reaching out to this brute had obviously been a mistake. She couldn’t believe that Alamir considered him a friend…

“Anyway, just an observation from an experienced traveler,” Borkesh said. “Trust me, you’ve never seen scheming until you’ve watched the Crones trying to pick a new warchief or discipline one of their own. Mokka clashed with them all the time.”

“She seems like an…interesting individual,” Sariss replied, trying to sound polite while still moving away.

“She writes things down—you’d like her.” Borkesh snickered. “Got in trouble when she tried to copy the inscriptions in that old Godsworn temple, especially after the blood witches came in and sealed it up.”

“What?” Sariss asked, freezing in place.

“The Crones didn’t like it. They said she was—”

“What temple are you talking about?” Sariss interrupted.

“The ruins in the mountains east of Imon Hîth,” he told her. “Godsworn dug it up, and your fellow witches came in to chase them out and seal it up.”

“When was this?”

“Years ago, not long after the tribe found Raz and moved north.” The orc gave her an odd look. “I figured you would have known about it. Weren’t you an important witch?”

“I was,” Sariss whispered as she sat back down. “Do you know what was in these ruins?”

“Mokka said it was filled with old statues and faded murals. The cultists must have taken anything truly valuable.”

“But you don’t know what?”

“Not specifically,” Borkesh said, seeming surprised at her interest. “I don’t remember her mentioning any ancient Avetharri weapons, if that’s what you’re worried about. Just a few baubles.”

“Baubles like a mirror?”

He frowned, his red eyes flicking to the side as he searched his memories. “I think she mentioned something about a strange piece of glass, but it’s been a long time. I could be mistaken.”

Sariss’s chest tightened. The situation in Sethuil had been so chaotic after the battle with Krynn that they hadn’t been given much time to speak yet, but Lathriel had mentioned something about the Godsworn using a powerful mirror…

“Your friend said that the Vaz Gorati sealed the ruin after they drove out the cultists?” Sariss asked.

“They sealed one of the chambers inside,” Borkesh confirmed. “Mokka said something about Avetharri blood magic. She couldn’t figure out how to get past it, but knowing her, she probably tried until she nearly Flensed herself to death. Girl is as stubborn as Kalhabek sometimes.”

Sariss searched her memories. She had no recollection of the Blood Mothers mentioning anything about any ruins in Imon Hîth, let alone one the Godsworn had shown an interest in. Had they concealed it from her because she was no longer slated to become the next Dragon Priestess of Abethaal?

“Only Vaz Gorati can open blood seals,” she whispered. “The ritual requires a very precise technique.”

Borkesh eyed her for a long moment. “Could you open it?”

“I…possibly,” Sariss managed.

“Mm. Well, once Raz lets me loot the treasury as my reward for helping him, I’ll head back to the tribe. You should come with me. Opening that door might impress Mokka more than the gold I’ll be carrying. Maybe even more than the scars.”

“I might just take you up on that,” Sariss said.

Borkesh grunted. “I wasn’t being serious. From the sounds of it, you’ll have plenty to do in the capital. Besides, I know a highborn female wouldn’t want to sully herself by spending time with—”

“How deep is the ruin in the mountains?” she interrupted. “How close could a rider get on the back of the wyvern?”

“Erm….pretty close,” the orc replied. “The clan is camped a few miles away. But—”

“If the Godsworn visited this ruin, then I need to see it,” Sariss said. “And learn what the Vaz Gorati are hiding behind this seal.”


3
Return


Lathriel and I didn’t get much sleep. We didn’t even try to get sleep until we were alone, and that reprieve had also proven temporary. She started riding me again less than half an hour later, and without Sariss in the room, neither of us were the least bit concerned about following protocol. Lathriel’s hips churned until I fired a volley of my dragon seed straight into her womb where it belonged.

When she’d collapsed on top of me afterward, her skin covered in a mix of her sweat and my seed, I had wondered if it was even worth trying to rest given how early we needed to be up. The moment the sun was out, I needed to ensure that the tentative peace I’d arranged in Sethuil hadn’t unraveled overnight. I also wanted to be on our way to Tel Kithas as soon as possible.

But my eyes eventually closed of their own volition, and the pleasant heat of Lathriel’s body combined with the soothing sound of her breathing put me to sleep faster than one of Sabari’s siren lullabies. It was a perfect night, and one I hoped we would be able to repeat many, many times once we were back in the palace and the world was no longer burning around us.

I awoke to a blinding beam of hot sunlight on my face, and I feared I might have overslept. But before I could panic and slide out of bed, I realized it wasn’t just the warmth of the sun which had dragged me into consciousness…

But also the warmth of a soft tongue and lips on my cock.

“Oh!” I groaned, lifting my head and expecting to see Lathriel’s long brown hair spilled over me as she bobbed up down on my rapidly swelling manhood. But she was still lying next to me, and the long hair was golden blond. The beautiful body connected to it belonged to Sariss.

“What?” Lathriel blurted out as she stirred. The sleepy fog in my brain parted enough to realize she was pressed up against my back. “What are you doing now?”

Sariss barely seemed to notice. She was lying across the foot of the bed, her eyes closed as she gently and lovingly took me deeper into her mouth. Her blue robe was neatly folded over the chair by the fireplace, giving me a clear view of her tall, slender highborn body. I reached out and squeezed her arm affectionately while Lathriel sat upright and scowled.

I genuinely wondered if Sariss might keep going and ignore the question altogether, but after slowly withdrawing and flicking her tongue over my sensitive tip, she finally reopened her eyes and gave the other woman a firm look.

“Address me properly,” she demanded.

Lathriel groaned. “What are you doing, Mistress?”

“I am performing my wifely duty,” Sariss said. “Showing my husband—my dragon—the attention and respect he is due.”

“Right now?” Lathriel breathed, covering her breasts with the sheets.

“Typically, the wife or wives the dragon laid with the previous night would also sate his renewed desires in the morning,” Sariss said, her fingers curling around my shaft.

“Every morning? Are you serious?”

“The duties of dragon wives are very serious. Our lord has a long day ahead, and he needs to be focused and free of distractions. Since you are not yet branded, I am taking the task upon myself.”

With that, Sariss parted her lips and swallowed me again. I moaned in delight and I leaned back on my pillow, more than happy to let her work. Lathriel stared in disbelief for another few seconds, then snorted softly.

“I suppose I’d better get used to sharing, huh?” she asked, sliding her hand across my chest. “You sure you have anything left for her after last night?”

“Dragons…ooo…are resilient,” I managed, putting my hand on the back of Sarris’s head to help guide her movements. Not that she needed it. Her skills as a dragon wife hadn’t atrophied in the least while I’d been gone. She had already proven that several times since our reunion.

Lathriel watched the other woman work, her fingertips sliding back and forth over my chest. It didn’t take long before I coated Sariss’s tonsils. As always, she leaned back on her haunches after I finished, then visibly rolled my bounty across her tongue before she swallowed every drop.

“Once you are properly branded, you may accept this solemn duty as your own,” she said, eyeing Lathriel as she slipped off the bed and retrieved her robe. “I will speak to the servants and make sure breakfast is prepared to your liking.”

She offered me a reverent bow, then turned and left the room as silently as she had entered. Lathriel watched her go, then arched both her eyebrows at me.

“That was revenge for me keeping you to myself last night, wasn’t it? Somehow, she knew we broke the rules…”

I chuckled. “I doubt that. Like I keep saying, she’s a traditionalist. Following protocol makes her happy.”

“Seemed to make you pretty happy too,” Lathriel said, bumping her elbow into my ribs. “You sure this isn’t one of the traditions the Black Prince is going to upend?”

“I don’t know, this one seems pretty reasonable to me,” I replied, stretching out my arms. “Besides, even a Dragon Sovereign can only change so many things in one term. I have to pick and choose my battles.”

Lathriel snorted, then grabbed one of the pillows and smacked me in the head. I promptly grabbed her arms and pulled her down on top of me, then gave her a long, passionate kiss. I was back inside her a minute later, and I injected her unbranded womb one last time before we agreed we couldn’t afford any more delays. A Dragon Sovereign couldn’t spend all his time taking care of his wives, no matter how much he wanted to.

After finally rolling out of my bed, I stepped over to the window and looked out upon the city. Everything seemed peaceful enough, and I took respite in the fact I could mostly hear birds singing rather than catapults firing. I sincerely hoped that Karn and his Underborn were packing up and preparing to march, but I wasn’t willing to wait and find out. Hope was a poor substitute for action.

And Dragons made their own destiny.

Rather than wait for breakfast and tea, I stepped out onto the balcony and bade Lathriel to follow. I didn’t have anywhere near enough room to transform there, but there was plenty in the garden below. And this seemed like a perfect opportunity to test my renewed connection to the Aether.

Closing my eyes, I opened myself up to its currents and allowed its power to flow through me again. The soothing warmth unlocked a trove of memories buried deep in my mind, like how the melody of a forgotten song or the smell of a particular flower could bring a person back to a particular moment in time. For me, it was being an innocent boy surrounded by tutors in Tel Kithas long before anyone realized I had dragon blood.

I had never been all that skilled at channeling even before Krynn’s betrayal, unfortunately, but I was confident I could manage a simple spell to soften a short fall. Lathriel gasped when I jumped off the railing, but I landed more or less gracefully in the garden. Smiling in satisfaction, I ignited my dragon blood and became the Black Prince once again.

Lathriel had no trouble crawling onto my back from the balcony ledge after I had fully transformed, and I launched us into the air with a thunderous flap of my wings. I made it a point to soar over every district of the city just to be as visible as possible, and I was pleased that everything seemed peaceful. The hospital tents were still tending to the wounded, and the city’s markets remained largely empty as folks stayed in their homes out of fear of what might come next. But at least there wasn’t any obvious chaos or violence. Life for these people—my subjects—would hopefully return to normal soon enough.

After circling the city twice, I finally flew over the wall and toward the rocky plains where the Underborn army was camped. I was relieved to see that a line of supply caravans had formed on the path up to the Sethuil gate, and even more relieved to see that Karn’s people were indeed packing up and preparing to march. About half their tents had been pulled down despite the early hour.

Nevertheless, I still flew overhead several times just to remind them that I was watching. I wasn’t looking forward to the future negotiations in Nost Darah and Vimaldis, but perhaps Sabari would have some contacts I could lean on to make the process easier. In theory, she and her impish friend Faradah were already there causing their usual mischief…

I took one more pass over the city before returning to the keep. The servants had prepared breakfast for us, but Sariss and Tyris had apparently moved to the hospital tent. Lathriel and I ate quickly, then joined the others perhaps half an hour later.

Borkesh, Sariss, and Tyris were talking as we approached. He was standing upright and looking reasonably hale, though his chest was heavily bandaged.

“How are you feeling?” I asked. “You look a hell of a lot better than you did yesterday.”

“I look like shit,” Borkesh grumbled as he experimentally stretched his right arm.

Sariss frowned. “I did everything I could. But I told you that you’ll need to rest for a few days before—”

“Oh, I’m not complaining,” he interrupted. “The blood and bandages are proof I actually fought something. Unlike Raz, who gets himself killed a second time yet doesn’t have a scar to show for it. Pathetic.”

I snorted into a chuckle. “If only the rest of your clan were here. I’m sure the women would be crawling all over you.”

I expected a pithy response, but instead Borkesh turned and shared a glance with Sariss. She nodded at him, then turned her blue eyes on me.

“Borkesh told me that his clan now lives in the White Mist Mountains in the eastern part of Imon Hîth,” she said.

“They do,” I confirmed, my brow furrowing. “But it was just a joke.”

“She wants me to take her to see them,” Borkesh said.

I blinked, assuming I must have misheard him. “I beg your pardon?”

“The Sarodihm discovered the ruins of an ancient temple in those mountains,” Sariss explained. “Not unlike the one in the Godsworn Rise.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Lathriel’s cheek twitch. We both had strong memories of that place. It was where we had first made love…

And conceived a son.

“There are plenty of those scattered all across Varellon,” I pointed out. “Why do you bring it up?”

“She wants me to take her there,” Borkesh said.

I felt both my brows lift as I looked at Sariss. Normally, she was one of the most composed people I had ever met, but I could see the uncharacteristic tension on her face.

“I know this sounds sudden, but it may be vitally important,” Sariss said. “Borkesh said that the Sarodihm looted the place.”

“Mokka mentioned it the last time we spoke,” Borkesh said. “You probably don’t remember.”

I searched my memory. “We haven’t been that far north in a long time. Not since we were hunting that rogue sorceress who put a curse on Sabari.”

“Yeah, the one we never should have cured. She got into far less trouble when she couldn’t sing or speak.”

“A siren who can’t sing is like an orc who can’t fight.”

“Safe and agreeable?” Lathriel muttered.

“Frustrated and miserable,” I corrected. I left out the part where we had later learned that Sabari and Faradah had robbed that particular sorceress blind and deserved punishment. One couldn’t afford to get hung up on details while associating with fey.

“The point is that the cultists dug up the place and stole what was inside,” Borkesh said. “I don’t know exactly what they found, but Mokka did say something about a strange pane of glass.”

Lathriel’s eyes widened. “A mirror?”

“Not sure, but it’s possible.”

I turned and looked at her. “Do you know anything about this?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. “But the Godsworn have plenty of old relics at their disposal, including the Fenathan. Perhaps they found it in those ruins.”

“The Fenawhat?” Borkesh asked.

“The mirror,” I told him. “It’s an ancient artifact, one that can apparently act as a kind of gateway between the physical world and the Pale.”

“If the Sarodihm found it in the mountains, we might find other clues about their intentions,” Sariss said. “But there’s something else—apparently, the Vaz Gorati were the ones who chased the cultists out of the ruins, and they locked part of the temple behind a blood seal before they left. His people have been unable to find a way through it.”

I frowned. “Why would the Vaz Gorati place a seal inside a temple of the Old Gods?”

“I don’t know, but I was never told about it.” Her expression tightened. “I believe it is worth the time to investigate, my lord. I may be able to open it.”

“That would be unwise,” Tyris said. “Such ruins are cursed by the spirits of dead gods.”

“They also tend to attract the Chol,” I added gravely, recalling the brutal fight she and I had narrowly survived against the grotesque monsters. “We also need to get back to Tel Kithas as soon as possible. We have a lot of work ahead of us.”

“I understand, and I want nothing more than to aid you,” Sariss said. “But Borkesh and I can use one of the city’s wyverns to fly north to Imon Hîth, and the investigation shouldn’t take long. We could return to Tel Kithas within a day or two at most.”

“Mm,” I murmured, studying her face. The fact that the Sarodihm had raided this place was interesting, to be sure, as was the presence of a Vaz Gorati blood seal. The problem was that it didn’t sound particularly pressing, especially given the other demands on our time.

But Sariss obviously understood that, and she wouldn’t have brought this up if she didn’t think it was important. I wondered how much of her interest was related to the confrontation with the Eternal Priestess.

“If Talona found the Fenathan there, it’s definitely worth taking a quick look,” Lathriel commented.

I nodded reluctantly, then eyed Borkesh. “Do you think this is a good idea? Your people aren’t exactly fond of highborn.”

“No, but they are scared shitless of blood witches,” he said. “They wouldn’t dare harm her, especially with me around.”

“You just want to show off your new scars, don’t you? And tell Mokka all about riding a dragon.”

“I haven’t checked in with the clan in some time,” Borkesh admitted. “But this was her idea, not mine.”

I shared another look with Sariss. She had never asked me for anything before, but she clearly wanted my permission now.

“Her safety is your responsibility,” I told him. “Do you understand?”

“She won’t come to harm,” he replied, his voice uncharacteristically sober. “Besides, this will give you the chance to gather all the gold you owe me for agreeing to help with this insanity.”

I smiled. “Good point. I’ll remind myself to raid the royal treasury.”

“You had better. Do you have any idea how many jobs I could have taken if I’d stayed in the Droughtlands instead of following you around?”

I clapped him on the shoulder, then turned to Lathriel. “You’re still planning to head out with the Underborn?”

“It’s for the best,” she said. “I’d rather make sure they return to Nost Darah without incident, and I should be able to get a sense of the general mood of Karn’s lieutenants. That could be valuable information when you have to start negotiating with them later.”

“You’re sure you’ll be safe among them?” I asked.

“Karn is smart enough to know he’ll need to stay on my good side, especially with Talona and the Godsworn gone. And most of his men are terrified of me. I’ll be fine.”

“You’re sure you don’t want to wait? We could all—”

“We don’t have time,” she interrupted. “You said yourself that you need to get back to Tel Kithas as quickly as possible, and that things there will take a while to get sorted out. Well, the longer I delay in getting back to the Sarodihm camp, the greater the chance they’ll have cleaned out the mountain and left nothing behind.”

I sighed. “Feels wrong to separate again after we all just got back together.”

“It’s your fault,” Lathriel said with a smirk. “You’re the one who always told me that you wanted wives who were as useful outside the bedroom as they were within it.”

“That was a big mistake,” Borkesh muttered.

I shot him a sour look.

“We will not fail you, my lord,” Sariss said. “I shall return to your side as soon as possible.”

“And so will I,” Lathriel added.

“Just be careful,” I told her. “All of you.”

“We will.” Sariss smiled, then stepped in close. “But while we are apart, do not forsake your duty to the Empire.”

My brow furrowed. “I wasn’t planning to. The whole reason I’m heading back to Tel Kithas is to—”

“I don’t mean by reclaiming your throne,” she interrupted. “Remember, you must breed Tyris as soon as possible.”

Lathriel’s eyes flared wide, and Borkesh groaned in disgust.

“I really don’t need to hear this,” he muttered as he turned and walked back into the hospital tent. “I’m going to lie down until you’re finished.”

“I’m serious, my lord,” Sariss said, ignoring him and holding my gaze. “I only had sufficient ingredients for a single fertility elixir, but I’ll brew more once we return to the city. And I will aid you however else is necessary.”

“I told her that I am happy to continue sharing you with her,” Tyris put in. “She is your First Wife and also deserves to be seeded.”

“My womb can wait,” Sariss said. “Hers cannot. You should spill inside her at least twice each day.”

“Sanathar’s breath,” Lathriel whispered, her cheeks turning red.

“As for you,” Sariss said, turning and facing the other woman. “I shall perform your branding ritual the moment you return. I expect you to be prepared.”

She stared at Lathriel for several seconds before she turned back to me, planted a soft kiss on the lips, and then went back into the tent to fetch Borkesh.

“Gods, she really does take all of this seriously, doesn’t she?” Lathriel asked after a moment.

“Very,” I said.

Lathriel chuckled softly, then stretched up and gave me a kiss as well. “Well, I suppose I should be heading out to meet Karn. Wouldn’t want them to leave without me.”

“Good luck,” I said, feathering my hand through her dark hair. “We’ll be waiting for you in Tel Kithas.”

She smiled “I’ll be there soon. I promise.”
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An hour later, we all headed our separate ways. I perched myself on the Sethuil battlements as the Underborn army began to march west, an anxious knot forming in my stomach. Not because I expected them to turn around and attack the moment the city let its guard down, but because I hated the idea of leaving Lathriel on her own barely a day after we’d been reunited. If Karn or anyone else harmed her, I would burn Nost Darah to cinders.

Watching Sariss fly off with Borkesh in the opposite direction was more surreal than nerve-wracking, if only because it may have been the first time in the history of the Empire that a Vaz Gorati priestess was sharing a saddle with an orc. Borkesh seemed about as stable riding on the wyvern’s back as he had on mine—which was to say, not at all. I sincerely hoped he didn’t empty his stomach on her robe while in flight.

The local wyvern handlers from the aviary prepared a new saddle for me while I waited. The fit was far from perfect, but they did the best they could under the circumstances. I’d need to have a new one made from scratch, unless by some miracle I could find the grishnok hide one I’d commissioned as a gift for Lathriel five years ago.

Tyris climbed aboard once all the straps were in place, and we took a few laps over Sethuil to test things out and make adjustments before we finally left the city behind us. It felt good to stretch my wings and soar, and it wasn’t long before the rocky terrain transitioned into the dry, arid plains of the Western Droughtlands. Having spent so much time there as Rasmus the Slayer—and so little as Alamir the Black Prince—I once again struggled to merge the two disparate lives I’d lived into one. I tried to focus my thoughts on the monumental task before me instead.

My first priority would be to find General Elyon, the Wyrmguard Commander who had always been loyal to my family. The second would be speaking to Grand Magistrix Taluun at the Spire of Sorcery. After that, I would have to meet with the Vaz Gorati Blood Mothers, the noble scions of the Great Houses, and potentially dozens if not hundreds of other political actors over the next few days and weeks. Some would happily embrace me; others would actively oppose me. And all of that would happen before I even had a chance to start cleaning up the mess Krynn had left in the Reach and at the northern and eastern borders.

None of this was going to be easy, nor would it be pleasant. But it was necessary, and a dragon didn’t shy away from his responsibilities.

Besides, I wouldn’t have to do everything alone. Karethys had surely spoken to my parents by now, possibly along with the Council of Wyrms. And while Dragon Mothers rarely left Lomir Drakath or their husbands, I had no doubt that my mother would make an appearance sooner or later. And once she did, the rest of House Teviss wouldn’t be far behind. They would stand at my side no matter what.

About three hours later, the familiar sheer walls of Lahara’s Cradle appeared on the eastern horizon. A flood of old memories washed over me, most of them involving Krynn. The two of us had been practically inseparable. We had been the Lords of Tel Kithas, the only dragons born in Abethaal in a generation. We were going to change the country and then the entire Empire.

Krynn had done that, for the worst. Now it was time to figure out if I could do it for the better.

I pushed the thoughts aside as we drew closer to the crater. I climbed high several hundred yards over the peaks so I could calmly soar the rest of the way to the palace, but once I could actually see into the huge oasis, I wasn’t greeted by the unmatched splendor of Tel Kithas and the Seven Spires.

I was greeted by flames and destruction.

My breath froze in my lungs, and my wings stopped beating for so long that my level glide nearly turned into a dive. Columns of smoke rose up from all across the city where scores of buildings had been razed. The Temple of Sanathar, the towering gray obelisk and tallest structure in Tel Kithas, had been ripped completely in half, while the Spire of Sorcery had been scorched black in so many places it was as if the crystalline building had partly transformed into burnished obsidian.

And then, through the rising clouds of dust and smoke, I saw the palace itself…or rather, what was left of it. Most of the building had collapsed inward, as if the ground had opened up and swallowed it whole.

I was so stunned, so horrified, that I didn’t even notice the Skywatch wyverns converging on us until they were well within striking distance. At a glance, I didn’t recognize the riders, but thankfully they must have been veterans because they did recognize me. Rather than launching an attack on the encroaching dragon—or at the very least trying to drive me away from the heart of the city—they fell into formation and bade me to follow them down toward the remnants of the palace’s once-glorious aviary.

I landed atop a relatively flat pile of rubble, still trying to come to terms with the absolute calamity surrounding me. What had happened here? Who—or what—could have possibly inflicted such immense devastation? It looked as if an entire flight of dragons had strafed over the Cradle and obliterated everything in their path.

There were dozens of gold-armored Wyrmguard soldiers all around the ruined palace, but before I could demand answers from any of them or the Skywatch riders, I saw a welcome and familiar face rushing over to greet me.

“Prince Alamir!” General Elyon called out, the normally gleaming golden scales of his half-man, half-dragon form muted thanks to the smoke and soot. “Sanathar’s breath, how…how is this possible?”

“It’s a long story, old friend,” I said, the relief I should have felt at seeing him drowned out by the horrors surrounding me. “But first, you’re going to explain what happened to my city.”


Interlude
Lathriel


The interrogator’s magic crawled through Lathriel’s mind like worms burrowing into her skull. He knew that Lathriel had been pregnant, and he knew that Alamir’s child was out there somewhere.

What he didn’t know was where that child had been hidden, not yet. And no matter what happened, no matter how hard he pushed, Lathriel told herself that she would never break.

But it was a lie.

She could feel her mind splintering. Even now, she was struggling to discern truth from illusion. In the darkness, she swore she could see Alamir standing in front of her, promising her that everything would be all right.

He couldn’t be real, could he? He must have been another trick designed to make her let her guard down. And once she did, they would find her son and murder him before he could pose a threat to the Mandar bloodline…

Lathriel awoke with a start, her hand flashing down to the holster on her thigh to retrieve her dagger. She could feel a presence nearby, and she held her breath and waited for him to make his move—

“Surprised you’re willing to sleep,” a familiar baritone voice said from nearby. “Honestly, I’m surprised you’re here at all.”

Lathriel rolled over, her hand still on the dagger. Mogra Karn, the Warlord of the Reach, was standing a few yards away, his black cloak and thick furs rustling in the nighttime wind. He was still wearing his battered breastplate, which suggested he also hadn’t tried to retire for the evening.

“I wasn’t sleeping,” she lied as she slowly leaned up. Once she was certain there was no else with him, she relaxed her hold on the dagger.

“Not well, anyway,” Karn said. “Talona always said you were restless. Too many demons on your back waiting to strike when you let your guard down.”

Lathriel scoffed as she swept her eyes across the Underborn camp. It was far less raucous than normal, and she could still smell the cooked bread and meat from the night’s feast. The soldiers’ bellies were probably more full than they’d been in ages, and now they were all sleeping it off rather than fighting, yelling, or fucking the whores they’d brought with them from Vimaldis.

She hadn’t intended to lose consciousness, but she was desperately tired. Krynn’s interrogators hadn’t allowed her sleep for several days, and it wasn’t as if she had gotten much rest last night with Alamir, either.

She was also in a great deal of pain. The full-body ache from the Wasting Echo never relented; it often felt like her bones wanted to burst out of her skin. All she could do was try to convince herself that the discomfort would eventually diminish once her body accepted it would never feel the Aether flowing through her again. As to whether that was true or not…

Well, she would just have to find out.

“What do you want, Karn?” she asked, shifting her attention back to him.

“I wanted to know why you’re still here,” he said. “The real reason, I mean. I figured you’d fly off with that dragon of yours and disappear.”

“I won’t be staying long, if that’s what you’re worried about. Once I find Vilyanos, I’ll return to Tel Kithas and you’ll never see me again.”

He grunted softly. “And that’s the end of it, huh? All those battles, all our time together, and one day it’s over just like that.”

“I told you from the beginning that the only reason I joined your army was to give me a chance to kill the Sovereign,” Lathriel said. “Well, he’s dead. Now it’s time for me to move on.”

Karn stayed silent for several heartbeats, his face shrouded in shadows broken only by the flickers of the waning campfires nearby. “The Godsworn all vanished. Nost Darah’s going to feel empty without them, especially Talona.”

“I’m sure you’ll find other whores to share your bed,” she said caustically.

“You’ve been here long enough to understand the desperation of the people in the Reach,” Karn went on, ignoring the jab. “And how quickly it could get worse. A few dozen wagons full of grain won’t keep my people’s bellies full forever.”

Lathriel scoffed. “What’s the matter, Karn? Worried you might finally lose your hold on the reins?”

“I’m worried what’s gonna happen when thousands of soldiers start thinking about more than their next meal,” he shot back. “And you should be worried about it, too. My men were promised vengeance against the dragons, but they didn’t get it.”

“Sovereign Mandar is dead.”

“But not from our blades. And low and behold, another dragon swooped in to take his place. Not the dramatic change they were looking for.”

Karn held her eyes for a long moment, and for perhaps the first time since she’d met him, she didn’t see an overconfident blowhard who was in way over his head. She saw a man who feared for his own survival…and that of his cause.

“Alamir isn’t like Mandar,” Lathriel assured him. “The Sorokar family has ruled Abethaal for generations.”

“Yeah, they have,” Karn said. “They were sitting on the throne the whole time the Droughtlands were spreading…the whole time the people of the Reach have been suffering. Just because Mandar was in charge when these people finally chose to pick up arms and fight doesn’t mean he’s the root of the problem. The dragons care about their own and no one else.”

Lathriel reflexively wanted to defend Alamir’s ancestors, but she caught herself before the words slipped out. Karn wasn’t wrong. The Empire she had been born into—the Empire she had spent much of her life resenting—hadn’t become vile overnight. Krynn had been a wretched Sovereign who had done monstrous things, but he was hardly the first and unlikely to be the last. The Empire was dying, and the Underborn had every right to distrust the dragons.

“Alamir isn’t his father,” Lathriel said eventually. “He isn’t like any of the other Sovereigns. He understands the rot poisoning the Empire, and he intends to cure it.”

Karn eyed her in silence for several moments. “You really believe that?”

“I didn’t at first,” she admitted. “But I do now. He was a good man before his throne was stolen. I think he’ll be a great one now that he’s had to fight to win it back.”

Another pause, this one filled by a cold evening breeze that swept across the camp and stirred the embers of the dozens of dying campfires scattered around it.

“I hope you’re right,” Karn said, rising back to his feet. “But you should remind him that this world isn’t ruled by good men—it’s ruled by men who get things done. And he doesn’t have a lot of time.”

Lathriel nodded, wondering if he was talking about himself or Alamir. Karn was cagey enough to understand that without Talona and her cultists backing him, he was already vulnerable. And if Alamir didn’t return to the Reach soon with a real plan to set things right…well, Karn’s head wouldn’t be attached to his shoulders much longer. If history was any guide, whoever took his place would likely be far less reasonable…and far more willing to spill blood.

He left her alone. Lathriel spent the rest of the night tucked beneath her blankets, one hand resting on her dagger and the other on her bow.
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Morning came quickly, and Lathriel was awake at first light as the army packed up and prepared to continue the journey to Nost Darah. Karn didn’t speak to her again, which suited her just fine. She marched with the rest of the soldiers in silence as they continued west, and she left their ranks altogether when they paused for a midday rest.

Most of her journeys through the Virshale Peaks had been done on the back of her wyvern, and she wasn’t as familiar with the terrain at ground level as she perhaps should have been. But she still managed to navigate through the dry hills well enough to reach the hidden Sarodihm camp before nightfall.

She approached cautiously, bow drawn and ready as she stalked through the dusty gorge. In all likelihood, the Sarodihm had already abandoned this place, but she didn’t want to take any chances. There was no way she would ever find Vilyanos without calling out to him, and she didn’t want to do that until she confirmed that she was the only one here.

Lathriel looked up at the two sheer cliff faces framing the gorge. The glittering stars in the night sky were barely visible from this vantage—the rocky outcroppings were practically a forest canopy shielding this place from view, which was the entire reason the Sarodihm had chosen this location. Her stomach tightened when she thought about how Vilyanos could be practically anywhere in the Peaks. Finding him wasn’t going to be easy, and it wasn’t as if she could afford to spend weeks searching while Alamir needed her help in Tel Kithas.

If I could tap into the Aether, this wouldn’t be a problem, she thought darkly. I could reach out and connect to his bestial mind and call him to me…

A fresh twinge of pain rippled down her arms as her body yearned to taste magic again, and she scolded herself for the moment of weakness. There was no point worrying about what might have been. The reality was that the Aether was gone, and it was never coming back. The sooner she learned to accept that, the better.

After combing the surrounding foothills for any sign of the cultists, Lathriel finally made her way to the cavern entrance. As expected, the Sarodihm appeared to have picked up and moved days ago when they joined up with Karn’s Underborn army. They had left behind what they couldn’t carry, including some supplies, tools, and weapons. Since they hadn’t set traps in the cave, she doubted they had any intention of returning.

Lathriel examined everything in detail to see if they’d discarded any clues about their future plans, but as Alamir had pointed out, the Sarodihm hadn’t survived for thousands of years by being stupid or careless. The Raveners hadn’t left a map of their plans on the wall, and Talona hadn’t written down her intentions in a convenient manifesto for everyone to see. Lathriel would have to figure out what they were planning some other way.

She eventually made her way toward the back of the cave where the Sarodihm had stored the magic mirror—the Fenathan—after moving it from Nost Darah. The air seemed colder and heavier as she drew close, and she remembered all the times she had looked into the dark glass and pleaded for the power she needed to fight back against Krynn. When she closed her eyes, she could still see the shadowy silhouette which would take the place of her reflection. The being on the other side had no features at all besides a pair of glimmering golden orbs partially hidden beneath a drawn hood.

Distantly, she found herself wondering what would happen to her if she looked into it now. Would the dark power within respond to her? Would it try to harm her for rejoining forces with a dragon? Lathriel assumed she would never have the chance to find out. Wherever the Godsworn had gone, they had surely taken the Fenathan with them.

Pushing aside the thought, she turned the corner and moved into the small chamber—

And froze when she saw her reflection staring back at her. Impossibly—inconceivably—the mirror was still there.

For several long seconds, Lathriel couldn’t muster the strength to move. She just stared into the Fenathan, unable and unwilling to believe it. The large oval pane of glass appeared completely undisturbed, as did its mahogany frame. How could the Sarodihm have possibly left this of all things behind?

One voice in her head was telling her to back away; another was telling her to lift her bow and fire an arrow straight into the artifact. But her body wanted to touch it, to feel the soothing rush of the Aether again…and it was already moving forward. Before she consciously knew what she was doing, she lifted her hand and placed her fingers against the glass.

And nothing happened. There was no ripple in her reflection, no power at her fingertips. The glass was cold, just like an ordinary mirror should be after sitting in an empty cave. Was the figure on the other side gone? Had the magic in the mirror waned? If so, what did that mean?

Swallowing heavily, Lathriel withdrew her hand. She had no answers, and there was no way for her to get them on her own. Perhaps when she returned to Tel Kithas, Sariss might be able to—

Her only warning was a flicker of shadowy movement reflected in the glass. Acting on pure, combat-honed reflex, Lathriel ducked and whirled about, putting both hands on the grip of her bow and pulling it up defensively in case she needed to parry an incoming attack from a would-be assassin. But the shadowy figure was too fast. A foot kicked the back of her knee hard enough to collapse her leg and knock her off-balance, and Lathriel was forced to thrust out her hand to catch her weight so she didn’t fall prone. But doing so weakened her grip on her weapon, and another shadowy limb smacked the wood and knocked it across the chamber.

Lathriel didn’t panic. Her now-empty hand flicked down to retrieve her dagger as she bounced back to her feet. She drew the weapon and brought it up to try and stab her attacker…

Only to feel a different blade press against her throat.

“Drop the weapon,” a cold, dark female voice said from behind her. “Or die.”

Lathriel’s first instinct was to drive her elbow into the woman who had somehow gotten behind her, but the knife at her throat was positioned too tightly—too perfectly—for her to risk even the slightest movement. Whoever her assailant was, she was no amateur.

Inwardly seething in defeat, Lathriel dropped her dagger. As she did so, she felt an arm slide around her waist and a second cold blade press against the soft skin of her bare stomach.

“Disappointing,” her attacker said. “I was told that you were once one of the Skywatch’s best.”

“What do you want?” Lathriel hissed, keeping her body tense and ready to strike the moment she got an opening.

“Simple. To understand why a woman my son spoke so highly of would dare forge an alliance with the Godsworn cultists who wish to destroy him.”

Lathriel’s breath caught. Her son?

She couldn’t risk moving her head, but when she flicked her eyes to the side, she caught her reflection in the mirror. The woman behind her was still cloaked in thick shadows, and her black leather gloves made her arms and hands nearly invisible. But what Lathriel could see was a pair of faintly glowing red drow eyes behind her.

“Dragon Mother?” she croaked.

“Very good,” Irileth Sorokar said. “It’s a pity Alamir ignored my warnings about your weak blood and sought to breed you anyway. Now here you are, kneeling before the Fenathan in service of your true masters.”

“I don’t serve the Sarodihm,” Lathriel insisted.

Irileth’s glowing red eyes narrowed into slits. “But you did. Don’t bother trying to deny it—my spies told me all about the rogue Skywatch rider the rebels recruited—and how despite the fact she was a naufaer without any sorcerous gifts whatsoever, she somehow wielded the Aether as skillfully as if it had always flowed through her veins.”

Lathriel’s pulse quickened. House Teviss had been supplying the rebels for many moons now, and she had long wondered what would happen if Alamir’s mother ever learned that the Sarodihm were also aiding the Underborn. Or that her son’s faeyn lover had been drawing power from the Old Gods.

It seemed that Lathriel was about to get to her answer.

“I refused to let Krynn get away with his betrayal,” Lathriel managed. “The Sarodihm offered power, so I took it.”

She fully expected to feel the dagger slide across her belly and spill her entrails on the floor. The Dragon Mother’s reputation for ruthlessness had endured long after she had followed her husband to Lomir Drakath and disappeared. The woman who had once been nothing more than a concubine had become one of the most feared people in all of Abethaal, even more than her dragon husband in some ways.

But neither the blade at Lathriel’s belly or throat moved. Irileth stayed deathly still, her eyes flickering in the mirror.

“So,” the Dragon Mother said, “you admit to betraying my son’s memory?”

“I did what was necessary to avenge him,” Lathriel snarled. “And it worked. Krynn is dead.”

“I know.”

Lathriel’s cheek twitched. “Your son is still alive. He’s on his way to—”

“I know that as well,” Irileth said. “The only thing I don’t know is why you would return to the Fenathan to seek its power again.”

“I didn’t come here for the mirror—I had no idea they left it behind!”

The red eyes in the reflection narrowed. “I don’t believe you.”

“It’s the truth,” Lathriel insisted. “I don’t understand why the Sarodihm wouldn’t take the mirror with—”

“I don’t believe that you accepted the Sarodihm’s power in order to seek vengeance,” the Dragon Mother said. “What I do believe is that you took it in order to protect your son.”

A cold fist of dread clutched at Lathriel’s throat. She had concealed Eranas’s existence from everyone before Krynn’s interrogation. Even Irileth Sorokar couldn’t have possibly known about him. Lathriel had been far too careful for that.

But what if the woman holding her hostage wasn’t actually the Dragon Mother? Some of the Sarodihm cultists could weave illusions, including Talona. Perhaps they had been waiting here for her after all, and this was some kind of elaborate trick…

“Your son is a Sorokar,” Irileth said, voice turning as cold as the Pale. “He carries my son’s blood legacy, and that means he is my responsibility. If you wish to live, you will tell me where he is.”

Lathriel inhaled sharply as the two blades pushed deeper against her flesh. With the slightest movement from either, she would be dead.

“I will not ask again,” the Dragon Mother said, her voice turning as cold as the Pale. “Tell me where you have hidden my grandson, or you will never see him or Alamir again.”

Lie. Keep her talking. Wait for an opportunity to strike.

Closing her eyes and her mouth, Lathriel ignored the voice in her head, a hollowness filling her. She wasn’t going to tell this bitch anything, whether this was the Dragon Mother or a Sarodihm trick. She would die before putting Eranas at risk, so she simply held her breath and waited for the cold slash that would send her hurtling into oblivion…

But it never came. The blades stayed motionless, and the only sound in the room was the pounding of her own heartbeat in her ears.

“Good,” Irileth said. “You know where your loyalties lie.”

“What?” Lathriel gasped.

“A mother protects her children. Even at the cost of her own life.”

Then, after what seemed like an epoch balanced between life and death, the dagger pressed against Lathriel’s belly was gone, and the one at her throat swiftly followed. She frowned but didn’t let confusion paralyze her. The moment she was free, Lathriel dropped into a crouch, rolled across the floor, and retrieved her bow. Her hand reflexively flashed behind her to grab an arrow while she exploded upright…but it was only then she realized her quiver was no longer on her back.

Grimacing, caught in an awkward half crouch with her bow but no arrows to actually fire it, Lathriel looked back at the Dragon Mother. She was standing in front of the mirror, the quiver lying on the floor in front of her. She stepped forward enough that the torchlight could finally illuminate her skin-tight black armor…as well as the red Sorokar dragon brand upon her flat gray stomach.

“I trust you’re finished,” Irileth said, arching a white eyebrow. “Because you and I have a great deal to discuss.”


4
Burning Throne


“Merciful Lahara, I can’t believe you’re alive,” General Elyon muttered for probably the tenth time in as many minutes. “It…it doesn’t seem possible.”

“I know, old friend,” I replied, looking out across my devastated city. “But we’re all going to have to contain our surprise if we want to get anything done here.”

Elyon nodded soberly, then cast his gaze back to the others standing behind us. The small group I’d assembled wasn’t a proper war council by any means, but they were the three individuals I hoped would be my strongest allies to manage this crisis in a pinch: Elyon, Grand Magistrix Taluun, and Matron Mother Malarel of House Teviss. All of them—with the exception of Malarel—were as stunned by my return as the general was.

I couldn’t blame them for their confusion, obviously—it wasn’t every day that a dragon returned from the dead and killed his usurper in the process—but I was starting to grow impatient. Between reunions with my wives and meetings with the authorities in Sethuil, I had been through multiple variations of this song and dance already. I was ready to move on.

Sadly, it wouldn’t be that easy for everyone else.

The four of us were standing atop the Spire of Sorcery, the tallest intact building left in Tel Kithas. Only a small section of the tower’s summit had been scorched black during the attack, leaving the rest of the grayish marble floor as smooth and unblemished as ever. The intricate runes inscribed on the battlements blocked out the howl of the wind which so often buffeted the valley oasis, allowing visitors to have a normal conversation without shouting or having their hair blown in their face.

From this vantage, I could see the devastation more clearly than when I was flying over it, if only because I’d finally convinced my brain that this was real. The palace was destroyed, the capital was on fire…

And Krynn might somehow still be alive.

“I know everyone’s exhausted, but I need to know exactly what happened here,” I said. “Any detail could be important.”

“I wish there were more to say, Prince Alamir,” Matron Malarel replied. “But we know precious little besides what we already told you.”

Despite the minor wounds she had suffered in the attack, the elderly drow still looked as proud and stern as ever. Her black robe and equally black voice was as familiar to me as most monuments in the city, particularly the spiky silver arch covers she wore to make her gray ears pointier.

“I trust the report of the vault guard, as difficult as it is to accept,” Grand Magistrix Taluun put in, her nasally voice a sharp contrast to Malarel’s. “Sovereign Mandar entered the arcane vault alongside a female Sarodihm cultist.”

“A faeyn woman with a tattoo of Illisaya the Eternal on her stomach,” I replied, my eyes narrowed in frustration. Based on what they had told me, it had to be the same woman Sariss had battled in Sethuil—the same woman Lathriel claimed could draw upon the powers of the Old Gods through an ancient mirror.

The same woman who must have been responsible for moving Krynn’s body.

“Yes, my lord,” Taluun said. “Minutes later, a great red dragon burst free from the palace and laid waste to the city.”

“I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes,” Elyon told me. “Frankly, I’m still not sure I believe it. That dragon was easily twice the size of your father, Alamir—a great wyrm, as large as the Dragon Gods themselves.”

The general let out a long, slow breath as he joined me at the edge of the scorched battlement. He looked older but more regal than normal in his highborn form rather than his Wyrmidon one. His golden armor was as immaculate as ever, and his long, straight hair may as well have been a river of silver pouring over his shoulders and down his back.

“Rumors spread like wildfire across Tel Kithas,” Taluun said. “Many believe the great wyrm was Sovereign Mandar.”

I turned and glared at the Grand Magistrix. Her blond hair was as long and straight as Elyon’s, and her shimmering purple robe and numerous matching vatari tattoos were just as vibrant as I remembered.

“They think he mysteriously doubled in size, then laid waste to his own city?” I asked. “What sense does that make?”

“Some insist he was punishing the city for disobedience. Others that he simply lost his mind.”

“Several members of House Teviss saw the great wyrm up close,” Malarel noted. “Other than the red scales, the beast they described looked nothing like Sovereign Mandar.”

“Because Krynn is dead, as I’ve told you,” I said, putting some bite into my words. “His betrayal at Dragonfall is avenged. I ripped out his throat and cast him off the Sethuil wall myself.

I was fully aware of the irony of the resurrected Black Prince complaining about the unexpected and seemingly impossible return of another dragon. Krynn had undoubtedly felt the exact same way, having watched my body plummet off the cliffs five years ago.

“Who else could it have been?” Elyon asked. “There aren’t any other dragons in Abethaal.”

“The question,” I said, still staring hard at Taluun, “is what in the bloody void was inside that vault?”

Like Elyon, Grand Magistrix Taluun was old, experienced, and wise. She had served several of my ancestors—including my father—with poise and distinction. Yet right now, she looked as lost and frightened as an apprentice who had just seen a Chol for the first time.

“I do not know, my lord,” she said, swallowing heavily.

“How can the Grand Magistrix not know what is inside the arcane vault?” I pressed. “You’re supposed to be the most knowledgeable sorceress in the province. And the antiquarians are your responsibility!”

“Yes, my lord, but…” Taluun trailed off and turned to the others for aid, but none was forthcoming. Elyon and Malarel looked as angry as I did. “All I know for certain is that the Elder Dragons sealed the vault many ages ago. No one has opened it in centuries. Maybe millennia.”

“And they didn’t tell you or your predecessors what was inside it?” Malarel asked. “Or did you simply forget to ask?”

“The Council of Wyrms was quite clear in their decree,” Taluun replied, giving the drow matron a hard stare. “They insisted that the vault should never be opened under any circumstances.”

I hissed, wishing more than ever that my mother was here right now. She always seemed to know everything, especially things she wasn’t supposed to. And now that she had personally visited Lomir Drakath, she must have learned all manner of other Imperial secrets.

“Every other room in the vault is protected by powerful preservation magic to keep the relics on display from decaying,” I said, trying hard to keep the frustration out of my voice. “Could that same magic be used on a prisoner? Perhaps a Wyrm Lord who was frozen in the vault for some reason?”

“No, my lord,” Taluun said, shaking her head. “The sorcerous techniques used to preserve stone and steel are quite harmful to mortal flesh. I considered the same possibility you’re suggesting, but no one could have survived in the vault for so many centuries, not even a dragon.”

My lips thinned. I wasn’t surprised by her answer. If it were possible to use the Aether to extend natural lifespans, Imperial scholars would have mastered the technique long ago. I’d heard theories that powerful vatari tattoos like those used by the Blade Dancers could actually improve the longevity of dustborn like humans, but they had no such effect on elves.

“Maybe not for thousands of years, but what about a few hundred?” I asked. “Could the Elder Dragons have locked someone in there more recently?”

“If the vault had been opened, I would have known about it,” Taluun insisted.

Malarel snorted contemptuously. “Are you certain? Because you didn’t know what was inside it.”

The Grand Magistrix fired a hateful look at the other woman. “None of my predecessors mentioned anything about such a breach, nor are there records of such a thing.”

Which isn’t an absolute guarantee that it didn’t happen, I thought to myself, but there was no reason to push her on it. She clearly believed what she was saying. Whether she was wrong or not was a different matter.

“So you don’t know what was in the vault,” I said. “Do you know what was required to open it?”

“Not precisely,” Taluun admitted. “But Vaz Gorati seals require very specific knowledge of the warding runes as well as copious amounts of dragon blood.”

“Not simply dragon blood,” a new voice put in from the well of spiral stairs at the center of the tower top. “The seal was protected by Vermillion blood.”

We all turned as the speaker, Blood Mother Kethenya, ascended the last few steps. Her dark blue robes and golden dragon staff marked her as a Vaz Gorati priestess, though with her imperious bearing, I couldn’t imagine anyone mistaking her identity if she’d been wearing a servant’s apron or Wyrmguard armor.

“Mother Kethenya,” Elyon greeted, offering her a subtle bow. “I’m glad you could join us. Thank the Goddess you’ve recovered from your injuries.”

“Lahara grants us many blessings, even in this time of darkness,” Kethenya said, turning her brown eyes on me. “Forgive my tardiness, my lord. When I heard the news, I couldn’t—”

“No need to apologize,” I said, cutting her off before I had to endure yet another declaration of astonishment at my improbable return. “I’m just glad you’re safe. There isn’t much left of the temple.”

“No, there is not,” the old woman agreed. “We are fortunate so few were inside during the attack.”

I nodded. Just like Elyon and Taluun, Kethenya had served multiple Sovereigns and their Dragon Priestesses over the centuries. Unlike the others, however, my mother had explicitly warned me not to place much trust in Kethenya or any of the other Vaz Gorati. She had a saying—no one was a greater danger to the future than those who shaped the past.

I hadn’t technically invited her to this meeting, but that was only because I’d heard she’d been injured in the attack. Having her here was probably for the best, all things considered.

“You say that the vault was sealed by Vermillion dragon blood?” I asked.

“Yes,” Kethenya confirmed. “It was created long ago, during the reign of Raythe Vermillion.”

My thoughts turned to Tyris. I had intended to introduce her to the others eventually, but I hadn’t wanted to complicate matters just yet. Still, I could imagine her ears perking up at the mention of her distant ancestor—the man whose legendary sword was currently slung over her back.

“Then how could it have possibly been opened?” I asked. “There’s no record of Krynn’s family ever crossing blood with the Vermillions.”

“We are as confused as you are, Lord Sorokar,” Kethenya admitted. “The only one who may know the truth is Dragon Priestess Miniel. As the others have surely told you, she was inside the vault but fled shortly before it was destroyed. We have not been able to locate her since.”

“The Skywatch and the Wyrmguard are searching for her,” Elyon said. “It’s highly unlikely she could have left the Cradle without anyone knowing.”

I scowled. “What about the dragon itself? You said it flew off and disappeared?”

“The wyrm appeared to be heading south, but we’re still awaiting word from the other garrisons. Someone will have surely seen it, though.”

“I certainly hope so, if it was as large as you claim.” I shifted my gaze back to Kethenya. “Let me guess, you don’t know what was in the vault, either.”

“I am afraid not, my lord,” she replied. “But I intend to find out. I’ve sent word to Tir Fallas and Lomir Drakath.”

Sighing, I shook my head in frustration. Between Krynn’s betrayal and my experiences as Rasmus the Slayer, many of my illusions about the strength and sanctity of the Empire had already been shattered or at least tarnished. But this…how could two of the most powerful people in Tel Kithas not know what was in the vault beneath the palace? It defied reason. It defied belief.

“I sincerely doubt they’re going to tell us that they’ve secretly been hiding an enormous dragon down there for thousands of years,” I said. “There must be another explanation. I want you all to find it. Dig the entire palace out of the ground if you have to.”

“My sorcerers are aiding the laborers, my lord,” Taluun said. “We will do our best to—”

“Then I suggest you go and supervise them,” I told her, my voice turning to ice. “And I want Dragon Priestess Miniel found. Now.”

“I will lead the search myself,” Elyon said. “Don’t worry, my lord—I will find her, and we will get the answers we need.”

He put his hand on my shoulder, and I met him eye to eye. Given the chance, I would have loved to sit across a table from him and talk about everything that had happened over the past five years since my disappearance, particularly the events which had seemingly added deep lines to his face. But like so many other things, that would have to wait.

So instead, I took hold of his arm and gave it a firm squeeze. He nodded, then turned and marched down the staircase. The Grand Magistrix followed closely behind him.

“Despite this calamity, we are blessed by your return, Lord Alamir,” Kethenya said. “But you should know that your First Wife, Sister Sariss, may be in trouble. Mother Jareni in Halondel informed us that the temple was attacked by Godsworn cultists about a week ago. They may have—”

“Sariss is safe, don’t worry,” I said, holding up a hand. “She’s currently in the Reach, but she’ll join me here in a few days.”

The old woman put her weathered hands together. “Then the Goddess blesses us yet again.”

“Indeed.”

Kethenya paused. “I am told that during your absence, you claimed another wife—a dustborn female.”

“Her name is Tyris,” I said, feeling more relieved I hadn’t brought her to the meeting. She was going to need some preparation before she spoke with some of these people, and this way I could lay down some boundaries beforehand.

“A lovely name,” Kethenya replied with a fake smile that indicated she thought the exact opposite. “She is Vorskai?”

“She is the rightful heir of Tirathon Vermillion,” I said firmly. “And she carries the blood of a dragon.”

The Blood Mother’s eyes shot open. “Surely you jest, my lord.”

“Dragon Priestess Sariss performed a reading,” I said. “Tyris’s blood legacy is strong—and undeniable. After many generations, the Sorokars and Vermillions will be united once again.”

Kethenya stayed silent for a long moment, her eyes flicking back and forth as she considered my words and their implications. From the very beginning, I had known that Tyris’s identity would be controversial to say the least, but ultimately there was nothing anyone could do about it. The truth in her blood was indisputable, as was the fact I had already given her my brand.

“I look forward to speaking with her, my lord,” the Blood Mother said. “The Vaz Gorati will wish to take another reading.”

“For now, the Vaz Gorati need to focus on helping the people of Tel Kithas get back on their feet,” I said, allowing my voice to chill once again. “When Sister Sariss returns, I’ll send her to you with specific instructions. In the meantime, you should get some rest.”

Kethenya smiled, though it seemed as forced as her earlier comment about Tyris. “Of course, Lord Sorokar,” she said with a proper bow. “Tel Kithas has not known a tragedy of this scale in living memory. But I thank the Dragon Goddess that you have returned to us in our hour of greatest need.”

I forced a smile in return. She offered me a reverent bow, then returned to the staircase and disappeared. Matron Malarel stirred once the other woman was gone, and I nearly hopped in my boots when she spoke. She had gone so quiet I had almost forgotten she was here.

“Well done, my lord,” she said, switching to Qevlâs rather than the Imperial tongue. “Very well done.”

I turned and looked at her. While the tower’s enchantments were mostly blocking out the wind, a particularly strong gust still tousled her silver-white hair. Though aged, her face and figure retained their allure. While we weren’t technically blood kin—at least not within several generations—Malarel had been the closest thing I had to a grandmother when I was a boy. She had been the one who convinced my father to take a concubine from House Teviss, which in practice meant I wouldn’t exist without her. According to my mother, Malarel was also a cold, scheming, and utterly ruthless bitch.

Irileth hadn’t meant that as an insult.

“The Vaz Gorati know more than they are letting on,” I said, also replying in the Drow tongue. “Possibly a great deal more.”

“And Taluun knows less,” Malarel replied. “Some things never change, no matter which dragon sits on the throne.”

I grunted. To some extent, the Empire’s poor treatment of the drow had given every member of House Teviss a chip on their shoulder, but Malarel’s had always been especially sharp. When my mother had given birth to a half-drow dragon, it had been nothing short of a political triumph, just like my alleged death should have been a devastating defeat. The fact that Malarel had managed to survive and even thrive under Krynn’s regime was a testament to her tenacity.

“I’m glad to see you’re well, Matron Mother,” I said. “And that House Teviss has weathered the recent storm.”

“We did what was necessary for us to survive,” Malarel replied. “But make no mistake: our house has suffered greatly under Mandar rule. We exhausted tremendous resources trying to battle his excesses, often to no avail.”

I thought of the rebels in the Reach. Knowing her and my mother, they probably had their hands in dozens of other pies across Abethaal and the rest of the Empire. I looked forward to learning about their machinations…but only once this monstrous wyrm had been dealt with.

“A Teviss operative in Olath Shuk promised to get a message to my mother,” I said. “And indicated the house will support me as best they can.”

“We will,” Malarel confirmed. “There are many pieces to reassemble, but we can’t begin until we know the truth of what’s going on. You need to make yourself visible, my lord—let the people of Abethaal know that you’ve returned and that you intend to protect them. In a way, this attack could prove a blessing. When the Black Prince quells the people’s terror, they will shower him with adoration.”

“Nothing about this tragedy is a blessing,” I said sharply as I peered over the edge of the tower to behold the devastation below. I felt sick every time I saw the crumbled palace and the toppled spires. “It’s a bloody nightmare.”

I could feel her eyes upon me, and I had the distinct impression I was being judged for my sentimentality. As a younger man, that would have bothered me greatly, but five years as Rasmus had thickened my skin.

“I need your eyes and ears on the ground,” I said, turning back around to face her. “We need to find Priestess Miniel and this mysterious wyrm as soon as possible. All the better if you can track down the Sarodihm cultists, too.”

“House Teviss and its resources are at your disposal, my lord,” Malarel said with a fractional nod. “We will also aid in spreading word of your return to all who will hear it. The scions of the Great Houses will all wish to speak with you as soon as possible.”

“The ones that aren’t buried under the rubble, anyway,” I said. “If possible, I’ll try to hold a real court tomorrow, though it might be worth delaying until Dragon Priestess Sariss returns.”

“If I may be so bold, my lord, why did she not come with you? Bringing your Vorskai wife but not your Dragon Priestess was an interesting decision, to say the least.”

I didn’t need to feel her judgment this time since it was plain as day in her words. Malarel may not have looked as appalled by the possibility of a dustborn wife as Mother Kethenya, but that didn’t mean she would be happy about it, either. No one in Tel Kithas would until we proved she had Vermillion blood in her veins. Even then, I had no doubt that plenty of the Great Houses would still be annoyed by it.

Of course, they had also been annoyed when my father’s concubine had birthed him a son, and that disdain had lingered right up until the Vaz Gorati performed their reading and declared me a dragon. I expected—and hoped for—the same thing to happen with Tyris.

But I would make them accept her. No matter what it took.

“Sariss is in Imon Hîth investigating Godsworn activity,” I said. “And perhaps confirming our suspicions that the Vaz Gorati are keeping even more secrets than usual.”

Malarel arched a white eyebrow. “Is that so?”

“I’ll explain everything once Sariss is back. In the meantime, please do whatever you can to aid Elyon. And let me know the moment you hear anything from my mother.”

“I will,” Malarel promised with a short bow. She lingered for another few moments, her red eyes glittering. “I see no need to thank the Dragon Goddess or the Spider Queen for your return, my lord, but I am immensely grateful nonetheless. Perhaps Irileth was not wrong about you after all.”

I frowned. “What is that supposed to mean?”

Malarel smiled tightly. “She always believed that you were strong, even when all others considered you weak.”

With that, the Matron Mother headed down the staircase. I stood there alone in silence for several minutes, wondering how my mother would respond to that comment.

And hoping I wouldn’t have to wait long to find out.
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Even before Tyris and I had left Sethuil this morning, I knew it would take time to organize the court and assemble a proper war council. Meeting with all my family’s former enemies and allies would take days if not weeks, and that didn’t count the various flights across Abethaal to meet with settlement overseers and military commanders. Not to mention the gargantuan chore of normalizing our relations with the rest of the Empire. I wouldn’t have batted an eye if a diviner told me that it would take half a year before the political situation stabilized.

But now, after flying over and walking through the devastation wrought by the great red wyrm, stability seemed like an outright fantasy. For a good long while, I was probably going to have to settle for containing the flames rather than outright extinguishing them.

Tyris and I got started on that immense task as quickly as we could. I flew around the city with her on my back, landing and helping in the worst-hit places. Tonight, the citizens of Tel Kithas were as terrified of dragons as those in the Reach, but most of their fear turned to relief upon realizing who I was—and just as importantly, who I wasn’t. As Rasmus, I’d often been surrounded by folks who hated Krynn with a virulent passion, but I was pleased to find that most people in the capital seemed to despise him as well.

Still, I wasn’t focused on politics today, just the reality that my people needed help. My dragon size and strength allowed me to lift stone blocks and entire walls that the sorcerers would have trouble with, and Tyris’s flamecalling abilities proved vital when used in reverse. She was able to suck the air and heat out of many of the still-smoldering buildings, which allowed her to rescue more people. By the time darkness had descended upon the valley, news of my return seemed to have reached every corner of the city.

I hadn’t appreciated Malarel’s comment about how this tragedy might also prove an opportunity, but her words proved prescient in some respects. It quickly became obvious that returning from the dead to a calm and peaceful city would have been very different than returning to one that was on fire. The former would have seemed like a political coup, but the latter…well, the latter made me seem like a savior. I saw it in the haggard, grime-streaked faces of everyone we encountered.

The chaos also made Tyris’s introduction that much easier. Most of the people we encountered didn’t see a strange half-elf barbarian in scorched tribal leathers; they saw a girl with a familiar brand on her stomach fearlessly helping her dragon pull people from the rubble. I literally couldn’t have imagined a better way to combat people’s prejudice.

Later that evening, perhaps a few hours before midnight, we ended up at the palace steps where the building had collapsed. The rescue efforts had largely stopped, since everyone who was still alive had already been saved by now, but I felt compelled to look around myself and see if anything inside had survived the onslaught.

“Sanathar’s breath,” I whispered as we surveyed the rubble, finally back in my elven form. “Thousands of years of history buried in an instant.”

Beside me, Tyris stirred but remained silent. There was nothing for her to say—nothing for anyone to say. After so many hours of pulling bodies from rubble, words seemed inadequate to describe what had happened.

Distantly, I wondered how much this carnage reminded Tyris of Dragonfall. Her people had endured similar destruction twice now, first from my father after the death of Tirathon Vermillion and then again from Krynn after he had betrayed me. I doubted that many Vorskai—or any other humans—would sympathize with the suffering of highborn elves.

“Probably not what you expected when your people told you stories about Tel Kithas,” I commented as I crouched near the once-glorious double doors of the palace. Other than a few panels of stone here and there, they were almost completely unrecognizable. “No Seven Spires to behold at sunrise, no glimmering palace to look upon in the moonlight.”

“The Mosh’Dalar spoke little of such things,” Tyris said.

I frowned. “Even though you were supposed to marry the Dragon Sovereign and live here?”

“The flames did not promise me buildings—they promised me a man. One with whom I would end the Drought.”

I smiled faintly. I should have known the answer to that question before I asked. Tyris wasn’t a typical highborn maiden, and the Mosh’Dalar wasn’t a typical highborn noble offering the womb of his daughter in exchange for wealth or power. Theirs was the story of an entire people seeking survival and believing that I alone could deliver it.

I still intended to prove them right. But standing here among the ruins of my home was making the task seem more monumental than ever before. I had imagined my city an invincible bulwark, but it had proven to be more like a castle of sand.

“Well, there isn’t much left here,” I said. “Though the northern part of the building looked mostly intact from above. I’d like to have a look around.”

“What is there to find?” Tyris asked. “Weapons? Relics?”

“Memories mostly. Tel Kithas was built by Sorokars and Vermillions—this palace is as much your ancestral home as it is mine.”

“I see.” She stayed silent for a few heartbeats. “Where do you wish to start?”

“Let’s get on the roof and see.”

I didn’t trust the roof to hold the weight of a dragon, even the sections that remained intact, so I didn’t transform again. Thankfully, climbing up the piles of rubble proved straightforward enough. I confirmed what I’d noticed earlier, namely that while the entire center of the building had collapsed in on itself, a good portion of the royal wing had survived. The rescue teams had set up ladders beneath the crushed sections of the rooftop that allowed entry without too much trouble.

The smell of death lurked at the edges of my senses. It would only get worse in the days ahead.

I climbed down. With so much of the ceiling collapsed, it would have been difficult for most people to tell exactly where we were, but not me. I had spent the better part of twenty years roaming these halls, and I could have navigated them blindfolded if I’d had to. My mother had actually insisted I learn to do so as part of my “mental preparation.”

It was so dark inside I almost had a chance to put those skills to the test, though my half-drow eyes adapted quickly. I could see nearly as well as a human in daylight, though Tyris wasn’t so lucky. She conjured a ball of flame in her palm, which was probably for the best so we wouldn’t trip on any of the debris. Still, at times I found myself wishing I couldn’t see the destruction so clearly. Some of the decorations, especially the various murals and paintings, were so old it defied belief. The enchantments on the canvas and stone had protected them from the passage of time, but not from this.

We had to maneuver through some serious piles of rubble on the way, to the point I had to assume my dragon knight form in order to have sufficient strength to move boulders out of our way. I then had to shift back to normal afterward just so I wasn’t too large to squeeze through some collapsed support beams. Tyris, being both shorter and generally more flexible, didn’t have an issue.

I braced myself for the worst when we reached the door to my old room. Devastated hallways were one thing, I figured, but seeing all my old belongings crushed would be quite another. Though as I ducked beneath a fallen support beam and moved inside, I realized I’d had nothing to worry about.

“What is wrong?” Tyris asked as she moved up behind me and banished the shadows with her handheld flame. “It is not as badly damaged as many of the other rooms. Does that not please you?”

“No, it doesn’t,” I whispered. “Because I barely recognize it.”

Seeing the ruined murals in the corridors had made me forlorn, but this…this made me feel sick. The bed, the desks, the chairs, even the layout—nothing was the same as it had been. In retrospect, I wasn’t sure why I’d assumed that my room would have been left alone. Of course Krynn would try to erase all memory of my presence whether he used this room or not. The only question was how long he’d waited before doing so. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d summoned the servants before my father’s silhouette had disappeared over the mountains on his way to Lomir Drakath.

For a moment, I could feel the vatari dagger plunging into my chest again, and I had to remind myself to breathe. I had never been one to obsess over material possessions, certainly not compared to many of the other nobles in court, but this room wasn’t just about my things. The memories I’d made here were far more important, especially since so many of them involved Karethys. The first time I’d seen her slender gray body naked, the first time she’d called out my name as I pierced her flesh, the first time I’d been tempted to remove her collar so my seed could bloom within her…

But I had memories here beyond sex. I couldn’t begin to count the hours we’d spent in this room just talking. About philosophy, politics, language…and the future. I had promised her a fulfilling life even after I’d branded a harem of wives. I had been ready and eager to share everything with her.

It was yet another reminder that the Alamir who had lived in this palace was dead. All I could do was learn from his mistakes and ensure I didn’t repeat them.

“Come on,” I said, taking Tyris’s free hand. “Let’s see if there’s anything left of the library.”

Reaching the northeastern section of the palace was more difficult, since the most direct path had collapsed. I could have smashed through it as a dragon knight, but doing so might have caused more of the roof to buckle inward. I took us around the long way instead, and we only had to squeeze through one pile of rubble before we reached the familiar polished wooden door. It was in good shape, partially due to its reinforcing enchantments but mostly due to dumb luck.

When I opened it and stepped inside, I was pleased to see that most of the library had been fortunate as well. Nearly all the glowing display cases remained intact, and the illusory projections of ancient weapons and relics of history illuminated everything in an eerie blue light.

A quick glance at the various bookshelves confirmed that Krynn hadn’t made as many changes as I’d feared. He hadn’t destroyed the histories of the Great Houses or the various Wyrm Lords who had ruled Abethaal since its founding; he had simply added himself and House Mandar to the collection, as if he had been part of a natural progression like anyone else.

“What is this?” Tyris asked.

“A curated history of Abethaal’s leaders,” I told her. “Their memories, their biographies, their wives and bloodlines…”

I recalled all the times I’d been here as a child, and how thoroughly I had studied the stories of the ancient Sovereigns and their adventuring harems back when dragons spent decades traveling Varellon with their future wives before finally settling down and breeding them. As a young man, I had imagined a return to that proud, majestic tradition. In an odd sort of way, I was now living a version of that dream—I was traveling and fighting alongside my wives, albeit not in a way anyone could have expected.

I stopped in front of the shelf set aside for the reign of my father and whispered a silent thanks to Lahara that it had also survived intact. I would have to read all these books and memoirs someday soon, and eventually make room to add my own to the collection.

“The Mosh’Dalar claimed that the dragons had great collections of books,” Tyris said. “While our people pass along histories through song and story, yours are written in ink and blood.”

I nodded. It was a succinct and accurate observation, just as I’d come to expect from the Vorskai.

Taking her arm again, I led her toward another set of illusory displays of various ancient weapons, and I smiled when I saw an image of Sabon Nyr inside one of the display cases. The elaborate grip, the Vermillion flower-vine engraving on the crossguard, the polished moonsilver blade…they were all identical to the sword on her back.

“Never thought I’d set eyes on the real thing,” I told her. “Though, I must say, it looks more impressive in person. Especially when you are the one wielding it.”

Tyris smiled. “You have spoken of the Avetharri swordmasters. Could they continue my instruction?”

“Absolutely. Though I have a feeling that you’ll be teaching them almost as much. From what I’ve seen, the Vorskai practice many unique fighting styles.”

My eyes drifted one case over. One of the changes Krynn had made was the removal of the display for Gûl Dagnir, the Sarodihm dagger that had nearly killed Raythe Vermillion ages ago…and the same type of dagger that Krynn had used to try to assassinate me. I wondered if he’d removed it just so no one would consider the possibility that someone could have made another such weapon.

As a young man, everyone around me had been convinced that the Vorskai had created a corrupted vatari weapon for Lord Tirathon’s human concubine, and that she had used it to slay him and destroy the Vermillion bloodline forever. I still didn’t know what had actually happened, though I suspected it had played out very differently than history believed.

What I did know was that Tirathon had sired an heir with his concubine, just like my father had. It was incredible to think that two Great House scions had required a non-highborn wife to give them a dragon child…

I frowned at the thought. What if that wasn’t an accident? What if…?

“What is it?” Tyris asked.

“Idle thoughts,” I said, shaking them away. “About how you and I are both the children of dragons and their concubines. It’s remarkable when you think about how hard the Vaz Gorati try to prevent such unions.”

She shook her head. “I do not understand their obsession with such matters. Moshalim should be able to give their seed to any woman who wishes to accept it. Powerful children ensure a powerful tribe.”

“It’s nothing mysterious. They fear dangerous wars of succession more than fewer children with magical gifts. But it’s a fear born out of a different age, and clinging to it isn’t helping with the Drought.”

Shaking my head, I glanced back over my shoulder at the books. Tyris followed my gaze.

“There are texts about my ancestors here as well as yours?” she asked.

“Oh, yes,” I said, nodding. “You can read all about them.”

“It is not something I ever considered, but…” She paused and drifted over to the shelf. “I would enjoy learning more, especially if the words are their own.”

“I’ll make sure to have them brought to our chambers…whenever we have chambers.”

I pursed my lips. Matron Malarel had made arrangements for us to stay at her estate, and I had no doubt that we would be afforded every luxury imaginable. But I didn’t need a soft bed each night and a hot bath each morning—my second life as Rasmus had taught me how easy it was to get by without either. All I really cared about was having a private space for my wives and family, and that wouldn’t be possible living in someone else’s home, no matter how large and comfortable and welcoming it might have been.

“You know, there is one other place I want to show you,” I said as a thought belatedly struck me. “Somewhere with more books about the Sorokar and Vermillion bloodlines.”

Tyris gave me a curious look. “You have more than one library?”

“It’s not a library—it’s a sanctuary. A place my father went when he wanted to be completely isolated from the nobles, his court, and even the Vaz Gorati. By tradition, he should have told Krynn about it before he handed over the throne, but I’d bet almost anything he kept it to himself.”

Both of her orange eyebrows lifted. “It is concealed somewhere in the palace?”

“It’s concealed, but not in the palace,” I said, smiling. “Come on, I’ll show you.”


5
Hints and Whispers


A few minutes later, Tyris was riding on my back as I flew us out to the mountains on the northern edge of Lahara’s Cradle. Other than the Skywatch roosts high in the peaks, there was nothing of note in the area, which was precisely why my family had built this refuge in the first place. I shot past the edge of the mountains and flew straight ahead for perhaps half a mile before banking to the right and slowly swinging us back around. As I shed altitude, it must have seemed like I was about to fly face-first into the cliffs.

I studied the terrain beneath us as we approached, hoping—praying—that my father had kept his sanctuary a secret. My mother wouldn’t have revealed its existence to anyone, and all his past wives who knew about it had already departed Abethaal for Lomir Drakath by the time Krynn seized control.

“Are you certain the lair is still here?” Tyris called out over the wind. “I do not see anything.”

“That’s the idea,” I told her. “Just hold on…and I recommend closing your eyes.”

Grinning inwardly, I flew toward the cavern’s secret entrance. Tyris would eventually be able to see through the illusion, but likely not until she had passed through it at least once. The first time my father had taken me here as a boy, I had sworn he was about to kill us both.

I heard Tyris gasp when it looked as if I was about to collide with the cliffs, then exhaled heavily when the illusion melted away to reveal a wide, dragon-sized cave mouth in the face of the mountains.

“Zor Kalah,” Tyris exclaimed. She conjured another puff of flame, though it wasn’t anywhere near strong enough to illuminate the enormous lair. The light didn’t reach a single wall.

“I figured you would appreciate it,” I said, lowering my wing so she could climb off. “No natural fountains like your cave in the Rise or in Siren Falls, but there’s plenty of space to relax.”

As she moved forward, her eyes darting about, I shifted back into my Avetharri form. Unsurprisingly, looking at everything from the perspective of a man made the cavern that much more imposing, especially since my half-drow eyes could see clearly in the darkness. This vast place was sized for gods not mortals. But once I confirmed that the lair was as undisturbed as I’d hoped, a contented smile stretched across my face.

Father had kept his secret after all.

The cavern was over a hundred yards wide and fifty tall, leaving plenty of room for multiple dragons to speak, just as my father and I had on numerous occasions. The central area was mostly empty and open, though the far side did have a small but well-appointed room with a bed, carpet, and vanity, all of which were mostly there for the wife or wives who had accompanied their Sovereign. The lair also had three smaller alcoves, including an alchemical laboratory, a library, and a study. It almost reminded me of some of the domiciles in Olath Shuk, the drow city beneath the Virshale Peaks.

“Cast your flame to the ceiling,” I said, moving up behind Tyris and sliding an arm around her waist.

“To what end?” she asked.

“You’ll see.”

Tyris hesitated for another moment, but then stretched out her hand and sent the small ball of flame streaking upward. The fire snuffed out when it struck the ceiling, casting the cavern in pitch blackness once more. But the trace amounts of vatari embedded in the stone fed upon the magic of her spell, and an intricate web of runes appeared overhead. Their glow was more than enough to bathe the entire cavern in soft blue light.

“Not exactly daytime, but I’ve always found it pleasant enough,” I said. “We could try to get some makeshift torches if it isn’t enough. The ambiance wasn’t designed for human vision.”

“I am not fully human,” Tyris reminded me. “I can see just fine…and it is quite beautiful.”

Smiling, I took her hand and led her toward the alcoves. “I don’t know exactly what books my father kept back here. He never had the same scholarly impulse as my grandfather, though I’m told he still assembled quite a collection of tomes over the years. I’m sure there’s something on Vermillion family history. Lord Tirathon—your father—definitely knew about the lair. He and my father used to train here as young men. Plenty of space to practice being a dragon without having to worry about the whole city noticing when you accidentally spit up your lunch instead of a burst of flame.”

Tyris’s green eyes widened. “Can that actually happen?”

“Not often, thankfully,” I said. “But the process of training to become a dragon is often more fraught than you might think.”

As she peered into each of the alcoves, I made a mental note to bring Sariss here as soon as I could. I knew almost nothing about alchemy, but she could probably have this lab sorted and categorized in a few hours. She would also probably want to redecorate the entire cavern, which I was less excited about.

Tyris, for her part, didn’t linger in any alcove too long, not even the library. She mostly seemed focused on the bedroom area.

“Speaking of dragon training,” I said, “when we do finally have some downtime, we should have some of the magisters help you start exploring your gifts more fully.”

She paused in front of the vanity and raised an inquisitive eyebrow. “I thought you said the Avetharri shun elemental magic. Won’t my flamecalling abilities further convince them that I am a savage?”

“You’re a dragon. And more importantly, you’re my wife. They’ll either treat you with the proper respect, or I’ll feed them to a gorm.”

I stepped up behind her and placed my hands on her shoulders, then looked at our reflection in the mirror on the vanity. Even in the dim light from the runes, her hair seemed as bright as flame.

“But I don’t think it will come to that,” I added. “What I meant was that they might be able to help you unlock your own shapeshifting abilities. The dragon transformation came very easily to me, but that’s not common. Most Wyrm Lords need to spend years learning to properly ignite their blood. My father wasn’t able to assume his full dragon form until he was a grown man.”

“You told me before that you found the transformation easy but sorcery difficult,” Tyris said. “I experienced the opposite. The flames have called to me—protected me—my entire life. And whenever I was feeling doubt, I needed only to look within them for guidance.”

“You know, I still don’t quite understand how that works. Divination from fire?”

Tyris glanced to our right and stretched out her arm. I felt a surge of Aetheric energy rush through her, and a pillar of flame erupted from the cavern floor a few yards away from us, almost like we’d started a campfire without any wood. There was no heat or smoke, just a waving, dancing curtain of orange-red energy.

“They have always spoken to me,” she whispered. “From the time I was a little girl, I could peer into the flames and see my destiny.”

The flickering firelight was hypnotic, but other than the fact it was burning without a fuel source, I didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary.

“What do you see in them now?” I asked.

“The future, our bodies and lives intermingled as one. I never once believed that my purpose was to become a dragon on my own. I am meant to aid you as a warrior, a wife…” She took my hand in hers and gently placed it atop her belly. “And a womb.”

I smiled and kissed the top of her head, letting my free hand drift down her toned arm while the other stayed pressed against her stomach. Rasmus had been charmed by her athletic warrior’s body from the first moment he’d met her in the Droughtlands, and it had only become more beautiful with the Sorokar brand—my brand—marking her young flesh as mine. I could actually see more of her olive skin right now than ever thanks to the damage her tribal leathers had suffered in Sethuil. The burned scraps seemed like they might fall apart at any moment. The fact she’d been able to reassemble them at all was a miracle.

“We need to get you clothing worthy of a dragon wife,” I told her.

Tyris lowered her right arm, and the flames on the floor vanished. She turned her head to face the tall wardrobe next to the vanity instead. “Something like these?”

The wardrobe panel was cracked open, revealing a selection of fine dresses that would be the envy of most noblewomen in Tel Kithas. At a glance, I could tell they were worth hundreds of drakadas each. Some likely had lingering enchantments in the fabric, which would make them worth even more.

“Do you like them?” I asked.

“I do not know,” Tyris admitted. “I have never worn such things. The Vorskai have little use for frivolities.”

I chuckled and kissed her head again. “Well, I wouldn’t want you to wear anything that makes you uncomfortable. If you want dresses, I’ll get you the finest silks from Narthil. If you want armor, I’ll get you a suit of moonsilver chain forged by the best smiths and artificers in Sorthaal.”

She eyed the dresses for another moment, but made no move to approach or inspect them. “What if I prefer hides crafted by my own hand?”

“Then we’ll just have to find you a worthy beast to kill,” I replied. “Though you might also wish to have something comfortable to wear when you’re home.”

“If I am home, I will be with you.”

Tyris slowly twisted around to face me directly, then reached up to unfasten the straps holding her armor in place.

“And if I am with you,” she purred as her leathers fell to the floor, “I see no need to wear anything at all.”

Her hands slid around my neck as she pulled me in for a kiss. Her tongue was like pure energy in my mouth, and the heat of her nubile flesh pressing against me sent a shiver of raw lust surging through my loins. My manhood swelled in an instant, desperate for the loving embrace of her half-human quim. Thanks to our height difference, it was soon pressing hard against the toned belly I’d marked as my property.

For a long, perfect moment, the burdens of the world faded away. The Godsworn were a distant memory, the mysterious wyrm was just harmless folklore, and Tel Kithas was safe.

Tyris smiled up at me when she eventually pulled back. “The First Wife left very specific instructions before she departed. Do you remember?”

“I remember,” I managed, my voice little more than a croaky rasp. “We’d best not let that fertility elixir go to waste.”

“No,” Tyris said, her hand slid down my collarbone and touched the glamour stone in my amulet, dispelling my illusory clothing, “we should not.”

Leaping into my arms, she locked her legs around my waist and brought our lips back together. I grabbed hold of her thighs and planned to carry her onto the bed behind us, but apparently she didn’t want to wait that long. She rolled her hips until my cock was pushing against her sex, and I was so hard I effortlessly slipped inside.

She gasped into my mouth as I stretched her open for the first time since I’d branded her. And just like every time I explored her carnal depths, I found myself overwhelmed by the rush of power that followed. I no longer had the magic-devouring scar on my chest, but it still felt as if I were holding a being of pure Aetheric energy in my arms. I had been with many women over the past five years as Rasmus, from lowborn servant girls to highborn noblewomen to fey creatures like sirens and djinn, but I had never felt anything as unique as Tyris’s embrace. I couldn’t imagine I ever would.

She began thrusting against me even before I moved her to the bed. Her breaths halted, her hips churned, and her hands clawed at my back. She wanted to devour me…and she wanted me to devour her.

I practically threw her down on the mattress, getting her beneath me where she belonged. I drove into her, stretching her walls to their limit, fully content to let myself go and fill her up knowing it would only be the first of many bouts this evening. But Tyris had other ideas.

Her body abruptly clenched, and she twisted so forcefully she threw me onto my side and then rolled on top of me. It was easy to forget how much stronger she was than she looked, but I didn’t mind the switch in the least…especially when she broke our kiss and leaned up, giving me a clear view of her bountiful breasts and flat stomach as she ground her hips against me. The red Sorokar brand spiraling on her belly was covered in a sheen of sweat…

“You wish to understand the promise of the flame, Maskari?” she breathed as she smiled down at me, curls of her red hair hanging over her eyes. “Let me show you again.”

Tyris closed her green eyes, and I felt another rush of power surging inside her. Her inner heat intensified, her cunt gripped me tighter…

And then she burst into flames.

The flash was brilliant, blinding, and frightening all at once, but the exhilarating rush accompanying it made me gasp in pleasure rather than shock. At the end of the battle with Krynn in Sethuil, Tyris had transformed into energy and merged with my body, healing my vatari scar and giving me the strength I needed to defeat him. I still didn’t understand how or why it had worked, but evidently it wasn’t a fluke. Her energy poured over and through me again, and as her flesh turned into flame, her body dissolved and flowed into me.

Two as one. Maskari.

And this time, it was more than merely her body that merged with mine; her thoughts flooded into me as well. I could suddenly see—and feel—all the times we had shared together through her eyes. Every kiss, every lick, every thrust…

[We are the dragon,] her voice said into my mind. [We are the promise in the flame.]

I gasped so loudly my voice echoed through the cavern, and I felt her soft flesh rematerialize on top of me. Even Sabari, a creature of literal magic, had never done anything so remarkable. I didn’t understand how it was possible!

But I had far more important things to think about now, like the fact that Tyris was once again riding me for all she was worth.

“Ooh!” she cried out as she fucked me, her plump, half-human tits bouncing so hard they were practically begging to be fondled. I answered their call, taking one in each hand and squeezing the hard nipples between my fingers until she whimpered in delight. I made a promise to myself right then and there that my cock was going to be sliding between them before the night was over.

But despite how glorious it felt to have her riding me—despite how wonderful it was to both claim her and be claimed by her at the same time—I couldn’t resist the urge to reassert control.

Giving her tits one final squeeze, I shifted my grip down to her slender waist and practically threw her onto the bed. Her green eyes lit up in delight as I leaned over her, pinned her arms behind her head, and fucked her like the obedient wife she was.

“Zula…ngn!” Tyris squealed, whatever human word she was trying to speak drowned out by her own ecstasy. “Maskari…please…”

I pounded into her with everything I had. The vast cavern echoed with a mix of her gleeful cries and the wet slaps of our flesh. As I spiraled inexorably toward the abyss, she plunged over it, body arching in bliss. And the sight of her face scrunching and breaths halting sent me flying after her.

I exploded inside her, pumping volley after volley of my hot dragon seed straight into her womb where she so desperately wanted it.

“Ooh,” Tyris cooed again once I was spent, her walls caressing me with firm, rippling pulses. With a contented smile, I leaned down and brought our lips back together, sharing in her moans and breaths. Her red brand glowed as if the vatari dust within was blessing our improbable yet vital union. Sorokar and Vermillion. Elf and human.

The past…and the future.
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Tyris and I didn’t end up sleeping in the mountain sanctuary, despite how much we both wanted to do so. By the third time I’d finished—this time by using her tits, as I’d promised myself—I was so exhausted that even the living fount of energy that was her body couldn’t revive me, and I wanted nothing more than to curl up next to her and wait for morning. But Tel Kithas needed me, now more than ever, which meant that I needed to be as accessible as possible.

After dragging ourselves out of bed, we flew to the House Teviss estate, and Matron Malarel put us up just like she’d promised. Her servants ensured we were well taken care of, and despite the late hour, we enjoyed food and a bath before turning in. I awakened the next morning to a score of new reports as well as dozens of requests for audiences with the city’s various scions, but no updates on Miniel. As frustrating as that was, Elyon did still have big news for me.

The Skywatch had found the wyrm.

Elyon met Malarel and I inside one of her private offices in the estate. While it lacked the grandeur of the palace throne room, it was adequate enough for a conversation with my two strongest political allies.

“Selod Maril,” I breathed after reading over the report scroll Elyon had handed me. “How much damage has the beast inflicted?”

“None, my lord,” Elyon said. He had arrived at the estate as a towering dragon knight, but he had shifted back into his true elven form upon seeing me in mine. “According to the scouts, the great wyrm has taken full control of the mining operations. There does not appear to be any resistance whatsoever.”

I hissed softly through my teeth, trying to decide if I should be enraged or relieved. On the one hand, I was glad that the wyrm hadn’t fled the country and disappeared; on the other, Selod Maril was the lifeblood of Abethaal. Krynn’s disruption of the vatari trade had caused untold damage throughout the Empire, and one of my first priorities as Sovereign was going to be letting the crystals flow once again.

I had to fight back against the urge to sprint out of the estate, shift into a dragon, and fly straight to Selod Maril myself. The old Alamir would have done just that. Dragon Sovereigns were supposed to be decisive.

But Rasmus has learned the value of patience…and in studying a foe before you rushed in blindly to confront them. I needed more information before I did anything rash.

“What about the Sarodihm priestess?” I asked. “Is she there?”

“The riders aren’t certain,” Elyon said. “They tried to scout last night when they’d be more difficult to spot in the sky, but they still couldn’t risk getting all that close—as you know, the towers are designed to repel aerial attacks. Nevertheless, one of them noticed plenty of movement in the fortress, including a variety of strange banners that weren’t there before.”

“Let me guess—a disembodied eye with a sword behind it?”

The general frowned. “Yes. You’re familiar with the symbol?”

“Too familiar,” I muttered. “It’s the Cult of Ravener—the same people who tried to murder Sariss and who assassinated the overseer and many of his sorcerers during the battle in Sethuil. Among other things, they’ve demonstrated a remarkable ability to walk through the Pale and travel great distances quickly.”

“One should not be surprised by the Godsworn’s use of shadow magic,” Malarel said. “They have always been reckless. They would happily sunder the Pale to release their gods even if it flooded the world with demons in the process.”

I turned and looked at her, wondering if she was aware of the irony of her declaration. One of the many reasons that House Teviss had been castigated by the other Great Houses was their willingness of their sorcerers to use shadow magic. And many drow, especially those who dwelt beneath the surface, still worshiped Zelioth the Spider Queen and hoped that she would one day escape her prison within the Pale.

I decided it was best not to bring that up at the moment, and I also decided not to tell them about Sariss and Lathriel’s involvement with the Godsworn while I had been gone. I couldn’t imagine it would turn them against me—Elyon had served my family forever, and Malarel practically was my family—but it still seemed like something I should keep to myself for the moment. There was enough chaos in Tel Kithas without adding to it.

“There is another problem to consider, my lord,” Elyon said into the silence. “Some of the other noble scions may take these events as further proof that this great wyrm is Sovereign Mandar. The forces in the crater were loyal to him. If they bent to this wyrm’s will so easily, it could mean—”

“Krynn is dead,” I snapped. “I told you, I killed him myself.”

“And I believe you. I’m merely suggesting that some will not.”

I sighed in frustration. “Do you honestly believe that the people of Tel Kithas—people who just watched this wyrm obliterate half the city—are suddenly going to side with him because they think he’s Krynn in some powerful new form?”

“No, but they may be too afraid to act,” Malarel put in. “Terror and confusion still run rampant through the city. It is difficult to predict what will happen.”

I closed my eyes and forced myself to take a calming breath. Once again, I felt the urge to rush off and engage the wyrm as soon as possible. Evidently, Malarel had the same idea.

“General, I suggest you muster as many wyvern riders as you can,” she said. “Lord Alamir can confront this wyrm and destroy these cultists. Whatever their plans, we can pry the answers from their charred corpses.”

“I’m afraid it won’t be that easy,” Elyon said, shaking his head and his long mane of golden hair with it. “Selod Maril is a fortress, now more than ever. Sovereign Mandar made it a priority to defend his mining operations—he knew that the Empire would eventually launch an attack once he restricted vatari shipments. There are thousands of soldiers in the crater, not to mention hundreds of arcane constructs. It would take a flight of dragons to breach its defenses.”

“We cannot allow this monster to roam free,” Malarel said.

“I agree, but we also can’t afford to be reckless,” Elyon said, turning his eyes on me. “I should receive word from the eastern and northern border garrisons later today, and with luck we should hear from Lostrien and Sorthaal soon as well. It may take a few days to properly muster our forces, my lord, but as long as this wyrm isn’t razing the crater or killing our people, we can afford to be patient.”

He believed he was making the right call, but I could hear the frustration and disappointment in his voice nonetheless. We both knew that the sooner I confronted and eliminated this threat, the better. Whatever the Godsworn were up to in Selod Maril, it couldn’t be good. But even a Dragon Sovereign couldn’t lay siege to a fortress by himself, at least not one that had been specifically designed to repel such attacks. I needed to be smart.

“We need to find out exactly what’s happening in the crater,” I said. “Matron Mother, is there a way for your operatives to get inside?”

“They will find one, even if there isn’t,” Malarel promised. “But it will likely take several days before they can learn anything and report back.”

“That’s still better than nothing. In the meantime, redouble your efforts to find Priestess Miniel—she may be the only one with the answers we need.”

“My men will keep looking, my lord, as will the Skywatch,” Elyon promised.

“Good, keep me apprised.” I sighed. “In the meantime, I have about a hundred noble scions to meet.”
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The rest of the day was every bit as unpleasant as I had feared. By now, everyone in the city, even those who had locked themselves in their cellars to hide from the escaped dragon, had gotten word of my miraculous return. That meant I needed to speak with as many of them as possible in person, if only to reassure them that Alamir Sorokar really was alive and that Krynn Mandar the betrayer was dead.

I had to repeat the same stories and answer the same questions about a thousand times, and I found myself wishing more than ever that Sariss had waited a few days for her investigation just so she could be at my side to help. Not because she was particularly diplomatic—quite the opposite, in fact. Her fierce loyalty and low tolerance for insubordination were going to be incredibly valuable when the time came for me to lay some of these fools low.

But she would get her chance eventually, and I managed well enough on my own. Perhaps the only highlight of the day was how Tyris had handled herself in Sariss’s place. I had given her the choice of remaining in the mansion or accompanying me, and she had unsurprisingly chosen the latter. The part that was surprising was that she had agreed when Matron Malarel had suggested she change into more “appropriate” attire before presenting herself to the public. I’d half expected Tyris to appear in a new suit of hide armor like she’d said the previous night, but she actually allowed the house tailors to fit her for a dress. All it took was mentioning that they could copy the traditional Vermillion style enjoyed by her female ancestors.

The sari-style outfit was simple but elegant, combining a cropped blouse with a flowing, floor-length skirt slit up both sides. The bold red fabric and golden trim looked wonderful on her, especially since the color perfectly matched the brand prominently displayed on her flat belly.

Once the day had ended and we finally had some time to ourselves again, I flew us back to the mountain lair. She was so eager for my touch that she didn’t give me an opportunity to follow her back to the bed; she demanded I take her right in the middle of the cavern floor. I gave her a raw, primal fucking, the same kind we’d enjoyed in the vast gorm tunnels on our way to Siren Falls.

And just like she’d suggested the previous night, she stayed naked the entire time we were alone, giving me complete, unrestricted access to her body whenever the urge struck me, which was often. I found myself wondering if she would continue this tradition after I had a proper space for my harem in the rebuilt palace. Likely not, but the possibility made me smile nonetheless.

We slept in the Teviss mansion again, though I didn’t receive any more guests until morning. But after we’d awakened and finished our baths, one of the servants came barging into the room with an urgent message from General Elyon.

His men had found Dragon Priestess Miniel.

Tyris and I met him in the Spire of Sorcery barely ten minutes later. Two of his Wyrmguard soldiers had Miniel held inside one of the apprentice’s bedrooms while they waited for me. Their faces were heavy with doubt when I came in, and it wasn’t difficult to understand why—just days earlier, these same men had been her bodyguards. The Wyrmguard protected the Dragon Sovereign as well as his wives, but my reappearance had forced a sudden and extreme shift in their loyalties. I couldn’t imagine how much more chaotic this whole situation would have been if Elyon hadn’t been such a stalwart ally of my family for generations. There might not have been any way to avoid bloodshed.

“We found her trying to flee the Cradle with a caravan heading to Darmaste,” Elyon told me in his booming voice. He always preferred his dragon knight form whenever his men were around. “She was with her son and five of Sovereign Mandar’s other wives, their young children, and one of his concubines.”

I grimaced. It was possible she had been attempting to help them flee the devastation caused by the great wyrm, but knowing of my return, she may have also feared that I would have her and Krynn’s other wives and children executed. The thought was so barbaric it made me sick, but the grim reality was that such massacres had once been commonplace. The books in the palace library were filled with tales of power struggles in other provinces, some of which ended with the victor terminating entire bloodlines, pregnant wives and all.

The Vaz Gorati were so powerful now that such travesties rarely happened, but it wasn’t as if they didn’t have blood on their hands, too, if the stories were to be believed. I had no idea how many times the Blood Mothers had used their magic to terminate the unplanned pregnancy of a concubine or mistress, but the fact they’d done it at all was despicable beyond reason.

“My men took them to the House Zelethian estate for now,” Elyon added. “His Second Wife’s family will take care of them. We still haven’t found any of his other wives, but given that most of them were either in the palace or the Mandar estate…”

“Did Miniel resist?”

“No, thank the gods. I convinced her that you wouldn’t harm her or Sovereign Mandar’s wives. I hope I did not speak out of turn.”

“You didn’t,” I said. “I’ll speak to them all later and assure them they have nothing to fear.”

Elyon nodded, and I could see the visible relief on his draconic face. “By tradition, they will need to be moved out of the province. But since Lord Mandar never had the opportunity to expand his house to the other provinces, there’s nowhere for them to go.”

“We’ll worry about the details later. Right now, I need to speak with her.” I took a deep breath, then looked between him and Tyris. “Both of you wait out here. This will work better if I go in alone.”

After patting Elyon’s golden pauldrons, I moved past him and the guards into the apprentice’s chamber where Miniel was waiting. She was sitting on the edge of the small bed when I arrived. Like Sariss, the highborn woman came from a middling family, but she had carried herself as if she had always been part of the elite. Today, however, she was so haggard I barely recognized her. Her dark hair was as unkempt as an urchin’s, and her cheeks were stained with tears and makeup. Her blue Vaz Gorati robes exposed the splintered-shield brand of House Mandar on her belly, and I couldn’t help but wince at the sight of it. Not just because it reminded me of Krynn…

But because it so clearly revealed that she was pregnant with his child.

“Lord Alamir,” Miniel said, her face turning white as she dropped to her knees in front of me. “So you really are alive…Lahara be praised!”

“Rise,” I said. I didn’t know if she was aware of what Krynn had done to me at Dragonfall or not. She was his First Wife, and Sariss said that she’d been watching both her and Lathriel closely for any signs of pregnancy, but that didn’t necessarily mean she knew the whole truth. Krynn had always viewed women as entertaining diversions and unpredictable incubators rather than trustworthy confidants, so it wouldn’t have surprised me in the least if he had kept the full nature of his betrayal to himself.

“Is Sister Sariss with you?” Miniel asked as she stood, her voice almost manic. “I-I need to apologize for—”

“She’ll be along in a few days,” I interrupted, trying to keep my voice cold but calm. Whether Miniel knew the truth or not, she wasn’t the one who had actually plunged the dagger into my chest. And I wasn’t about to terrorize a pregnant woman, even if the child she carried belonged to the man who had tried to murder me.

“I’m so sorry, my lord,” Miniel said, looking as if she were about to cry. “I tried to stop him, but I couldn’t! And then he…he…”

“It’s all right,” I assured her. “Go ahead and sit down.”

She swallowed heavily, then nodded and returned to the edge of the bed. Her arms were shaking, and from the sallow tone of her face, I doubted she had eaten anything since the attack. I leaned outside the door and ordered one of the guards to fetch a plate of fruit, then grabbed the only chair in the room and took a seat across from her.

“Let’s leave the old days behind us,” I said, voice low. “I need you to tell me exactly what happened in the vault. The guard said that Krynn arrived seemingly out of nowhere with an Eternal Priestess, and that he demanded to enter the vault.”

“That was not my husband,” Miniel insisted, her eyes watering. “I-I can’t explain it, my lord, but it wasn’t him!”

I leaned forward. “The guard seemed certain. I can’t imagine they would have mistaken anyone else for Krynn.”

“It wasn’t him!” she repeated more forcefully. “It looked like him and spoke like him, but…”

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, and when they finally reopened, I could once again see a glimmer of her Vaz Gorati composure returning.

“I know how unbelievable this will sound, my lord, but I believe…I believe he was possessed,” Miniel said. “And that somehow, they traveled through the Pale to reach the vault. There’s no other way they could have entered the palace without anyone knowing.”

I scratched my jaw in thought. Avetharri sorcerers had mastered short-range teleportation ages ago, but any magic that crossed into or interfered with the Pale was still inherently dangerous. Traveling through the shadow realm, even for an instant, could subject a channeler to the torments of demonic whispers and madness. But given the Godsworn’s fondness for such magic, perhaps it shouldn’t have been all that surprising. Talona could have whisked Krynn’s corpse into the Pale and then possessed it with a demonic spirit.

“The demon commanded me to help him open the inner vault,” Miniel went on. “The Eternal Priestess had already used Vaz Gorati blood magic to weaken the seal.”

“How is that possible?” I asked. “The sisterhood doesn’t share their techniques with anyone.”

“I don’t know, but she channeled as much power as several priestesses. And once the door was open…” Miniel trailed off again, and her mantle of composure cracked. “Antiquarian Telonil tried to run, but the demon drained him. His skin just…dissolved right in front of me.”

Her dark, haunted eyes flicked up to mine. “The demon would have killed me as well if the priestess hadn’t stopped him. She told me to run…and that’s what I did.”

I nodded grimly, wondering again just how much Miniel actually knew about her husband’s plot. The fact she seemed genuinely surprised by shadow magic told me that Krynn had likely kept her in the dark about a great many things.

Either way, Sariss could get all those details for me when she returned. Right now, I needed to stay focused on the vault and the great wyrm that had apparently been buried inside it.

“Do you know anything about the dragon that escaped?” I asked. “Everyone said it had red scales. Some believe it was your husband infused with magic.”

“It was not Krynn,” Miniel said, shaking her head. “I don’t know who it was. I was hurrying to the Temple of Lahara when it emerged, but it…it obliterated everything.”

“Yes, it did,” I agreed, grinding my teeth. “I’m going to stop it, but I need information first. Are you certain you don’t know anything?”

“I don’t know what was in the vault, my lord. Krynn ordered me to ask the Blood Mothers some time ago—he was convinced the vault might contain some ancient arcane constructs. But the mothers in the temple here didn’t seem to know anything, and my letters to the other provinces were never answered.”

I looked deep into her eyes. I didn’t see any deception, only fear and regret.

“The Grand Magistrix doesn’t seem to know, either,” I said. “It doesn’t make any sense. Why in Lahara’s name would the Elder Dragons build a vault beneath Tel Kithas and not tell anyone what was inside it?”

“I don’t know, my lord,” Miniel said, shaking her head. “But I promise you, the man in that vault was not my husband. Not anymore. I don’t know what happened to him—he was supposed to be in Sethuil fighting the dustborn rebels.”

“He was,” I replied, standing. “Until I killed him.”

The veil of Vaz Gorati composure she’d constructed collapsed in a heartbeat, and the terrified, manic young woman once again took her place. Suddenly, I was no longer her husband’s friend who had miraculously returned from the dead, but a bitter rival who had returned for vengeance.

“He betrayed me at Dragonfall,” I said, my voice a low growl. “The Vorskai didn’t try to kill me—your husband did. And once he thought I was dead, he slaughtered the humans and blamed them for his crime.”

A fresh wave of anger rose up inside me at the memory. I had to force it down before I felt the vatari dagger sliding between my ribs again.

“I don’t know if he ever told you the truth or not,” I went on. “When Sariss returns, you’ll get to explain everything to her. She’ll decide how—or if—you can make amends for your actions.”

“I…I didn’t know,” Miniel said, looking ready to faint. “My lord, you have to believe me! I thought you were dead!”

I gave her a hard stare. I almost didn’t want to know everything she’d done on Krynn’s behalf, but the fact she’d been there during at least part of Lathriel’s interrogation in Sethuil was enough to make my blood boil. On the one hand, she had been acting like a loyal wife obeying the orders of her dragon…but on the other, I refused to believe that this woman had been a completely passive victim. Miniel had always been ambitious, as First Wives so often were.

“We’ll see,” I said. “You’ll stay here until Sariss returns.”

Miniel’s expression sank, and she had a doomed look on her face as if I had put a knife to her throat.

“My lord, I beg you, spare my child,” she pleaded. “He won’t be a threat to you! I’ll do anything you—”

“I’m not going to harm your child,” I told her. “Or you or any of his other children. General Elyon says the rest of the wives are safe in the Zelethian estate, and that’s where they’ll stay for now.”

A ripple of competing emotions battled for supremacy on her face, as if she were trying to decide whether or not to believe me. Not that she had much choice.

“Tradition dictates that all wives and children of a deceased Sovereign should be banished from the province if there is no clear heir,” I said eventually. “But I won’t force you or the others to leave unless you wish to do so. House Mandar is dead, but others may take you in. If not…we’ll see.”

“My lord is merciful,” Miniel replied, sliding off the bed and kneeling in front of me. “I will serve him however he sees fit.”

I pushed my tongue hard into the back of my teeth. She was so terrified she would have said anything, and I felt a twinge of sympathy for her. I just wished she had known more about the vault.

I ordered the Wyrmguard soldiers to keep an eye on her and ensure she had everything she needed. I seriously doubted that she would try anything, but I didn’t want to leave her alone just in case. In all likelihood, Sariss would want to keep all of Krynn’s wives together. Their children would need to be watched and tested by the Vaz Gorati eventually. If any of them did have dragon blood…

Well, that would be a political challenge for another day.

I returned to Elyon, who was still waiting for me in the Spire’s main hall along with Tyris.

“Did the female cooperate?” my wife asked.

“Yes, though she didn’t know as much as I’d hoped,” I said with a heavy sigh. “According to her, that wasn’t Krynn in the vault—she seemed convinced that a demon had possessed his corpse.”

Elyon’s draconic face twisted in disgust. “A demon? Possessing the body of a Wyrm Lord?”

“It’s entirely plausible, given the cult’s ability to enter and exit the Pale so easily. And it would at least partially explain why the wyrm looked somewhat similar to him.”

“Though not why the dragon was three times the size,” Elyon said. “Unless they found some type of artifact in the vault? Perhaps one to enhance their shadow magic?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted, feeling a fresh surge of frustration that no one in this city, even the vault’s caretakers, seemed to know what had been stashed within. “But we need…”

I trailed off when the Spire’s main door burst open and a Skywatch rider raced over to Elyon. The young woman’s face looked as pale as the white walls.

“I-I apologize for interrupting, my lord,” she said, dropping to a knee in front of me, “but we just received a new update from the wyvern riders near Selod Maril.”

“What is it?” I asked.

“The great wyrm…it has taken flight.”

My pulse quickened. “Do they know where it’s going?”

The young rider nodded. “The riders report it was headed southwest across the Droughtlands toward the Godsworn Rise.”

I turned and shared a glance with Tyris. The Godsworn Rise…the mountains the Vorskai called home.

“The wyrm left Selod Maril alone?” I asked.

“Yes, my lord. Our riders are following but keeping a safe distance.”

Elyon’s face hardened. “If the beast isn’t protected by the fortress, we might be able to—”

“Assemble a squad of the best riders,” I interrupted. “Have them meet me at the Godsworn Rise. I’ll also get some adamantine arrows from House Teviss.”

I turned to Tyris, and I could see the steely determination in her green eyes.

“It’s time for a dragon hunt.”


Interlude
Sariss


Since the founding of Abethaal, Imon Hîth had widely been considered the most beautiful region in the entire province. Sariss had never actually visited the fertile valley in person to see for herself, but the murals painted the picture of an almost primordial paradise shrouded in mist. Despite that, she had found it difficult to believe that anywhere could be more peaceful than her home of Lenya Valley, or more welcoming to life than Lahara’s Cradle.

Yet the instant her wyvern carried her and Borkesh over the mountains, Sariss realized how wrong she’d been. The lush fields, the verdant forests, the scores of crystalline streams flowing down from the White Mist Mountains like the tears of the Dragon Goddess causing life to bloom in their wake…Imon Hîth really was a paradise.

The land’s natural beauty was undoubtedly aided by the fact that it was a warm, sunny day, and the way the sunlight filtered in through the sparkling mountain mist gave the entire region the feeling that it was a magical world from beyond the Pale. The deeper they flew into the valley, the more time she spent thinking about how similar to this the rest of Abethaal must have looked before the slow, inexorable desiccation that had created the Droughtlands. And that dark thought led to her wondering if that rot would spread here in the next twenty years when her first children came of age…

All told, the flight only lasted about two hours before Borkesh suggested they land. According to him, it would be safer to approach his people on foot, given how paranoid they had become after Krynn tried to forcibly conscript them into his armies. They might assume they were Skywatch and start launching arrows and spells before they had a chance to land.

Sariss put the wyvern down in a village on the eastern side of the valley. The settlement was small enough that she had never heard of it, but Borkesh informed her that his clan occasionally sent parties down from the mountains to trade with the locals. The aviary and stables were nothing like the Skywatch outposts she was used to in major cities like Sethuil or Tiralis, but they easily had the capacity to handle a few wyverns.

The moment she dismounted, her Vaz Gorati robe drew reverent stares, while her orc companion drew gasps of shock. Her dragon brand, meanwhile, spread confusion and fear. Imon Hîth may have been isolated, but the locals still knew that Krynn was their Sovereign and that Alamir was dead. They had doubts and questions and concerns. And no matter how urgent her mission, Sariss couldn’t rightly ignore them.

She was Alamir’s Dragon Priestess, after all, which meant she was part historian and part prosthelytizer. It was up to her to spread word of his deeds across the province, and right now that meant correcting their misconceptions about her husband’s disappearance.

Sariss gave the village elders the shortest possible version of events. Once she’d finished, she also spent time helping with local ailments. While the village did have a shrine to the Dragon Goddess, the closest Vaz Gorati chapel was over twenty miles away in the center of the valley. The people here were nearly all Avetharri, but none had a trace of nobility in their blood and only a few had any spark of magic whatsoever. She was a little surprised anyone would wish to live in sod huts and simple cottages, but it was a good reminder that there were still many quiet places in the Empire untouched by the house politics that seemed to consume the lives of everyone in Tel Kithas.

All told, they spent about two hours in the settlement before they started up the mountain path toward the Ashreaver camp.

“I hope we’re still able to reach the ruins before dark,” Sariss said once she and Borkesh were alone. “I apologize for the delay. You looked…bored.”

“I was bored,” the orc said flatly. “Getting damn tired of hearing all these stories about how great Raz is.”

“Alamir is great,” she replied, putting extra emphasis on his true name. “He is the only one with the power and courage to restore Abethaal and battle the Drought.”

He scoffed. “Yeah, I’ll believe that when I see it. Trust me, he would have died years ago if I hadn’t been there to pull his ass out of the fire.”

“For that, I am eternally grateful.”

“Erm,” the orc mumbled, taken off-balance by the compliment. “Well, you could always give me some gold when this is over, too, if you want. Highborn girls like you are usually wealthy.”

“My family has very modest means, though that will change once Alamir claims his throne, especially if I am able to bear him a dragon. Doing so would ensure that my younger siblings have much better prospects.”

He stayed silent for a few minutes as they walked, and he kept having to shield his red eyes from the sun as he looked further up the mountain path.

“I’m still surprised how determined you are to find this ruined temple,” Borkesh said.

“Any clue about what the Godsworn are doing could be vital,” Sariss said. “And besides, I wish to see this Vaz Gorati blood seal for myself.”

“But you have to admit, there aren’t many Avetharri girls who would travel alone with a barbarian savage.”

She frowned at him. “You’re not a barbarian savage.”

“That’s not what you thought after seeing me eat balesk ribs. But don’t worry, it also makes Raz sick every time.”

He chuckled, clearly amused with himself. Sariss didn’t quite understand, but she found herself smiling anyway.

“Anyway, I hope you’re prepared for this,” Borkesh said after a moment. “It may not be pleasant.”

“You told Alamir that I wouldn’t be in any danger,” Sariss reminded him.

“You won’t. But that doesn’t mean the Ashreavers are going to be polite. They don’t like elves, they don’t like blood witches…” his face tightened almost imperceptibly, “and some of them won’t like me.”

Sariss eyed him curiously. “Because you left them?”

“Because of who I left with. And because I haven’t returned with anything of value to the clan.”

“Is that what they expected of you?”

“Not sure. After so many years, they probably assume I’m dead.”

Sariss could tell that there was more to this than he was saying, but she didn’t press. After a few minutes, the path twisted around a large boulder. The incline appeared to get steeper up ahead, and she hoped she wouldn’t need to do any serious climbing or jumping in her loose Vaz Gorati robe. Back in Sethuil, their battle with the Godsworn had taught her that she wasn’t a warrior, and she feared that this would teach her that she wasn’t much of a survivalist, either. Her Vaz Gorati mentors had taught her everything she needed to know about serving inside a temple and a bedroom, but virtually nothing else.

Thankfully, despite the increase in grade, the path remained perfectly walkable with plenty of jagged rocks strewn about for use as stepping stones. She used her sorcery to bolster her physical endurance. The same magic that helped her restore the stamina of her husband worked just as well on her. Borkesh clearly didn’t need any aid—despite his recent injuries, the orc didn’t seem remotely taxed by the journey no matter how steep the incline.

She wasn’t sure how long they walked in silence, but perhaps half an hour later, Borkesh finally spoke again.

“You know, you don’t talk much,” he said. “I always figured blood witches would be tough to shut up, but you’ve barely said anything since we left the village.”

“I…” Sariss faltered. “I’m sorry, I don’t have anything to say.”

“I figured you’d want to tell me more about why Raz is so great and wonderful.”

“Do you want me to do that?”

“No,” Borkesh said flatly. “You just think I’m too stupid to carry a conversation.”

“What?” Sariss stammered as a rush of embarrassed heat flooded her face. “I never said that! I simply didn’t know what to—”

Borkesh threw back his head and laughed. “You’re too easy, you know that? Didn’t know a priestess’s cheeks could get so red.”

Her hand reflexively went to her face, which only made him laugh harder.

“The camp is at least another hour away,” he told her. “Going to be boring as hell if we don’t have anything to say. That is, unless you can sing? Did the witches teach you that?”

“Erm, no,” Sariss managed.

“Probably for the best. Would remind me too much of Sabari anyway.”

“Alamir’s fey companion?”

“One of them,” Borkesh replied sourly. “Don’t worry, you’ll have the misfortune of meeting her soon enough. Likely after she sneaks into the palace and steals half his stuff.”

He shrugged his muscular shoulders. “Anyway, the point is that we should talk about something. Silence is uncomfortable. My people have a saying: drokah jiind losk cur gesk.”

Sariss frowned. “The ax bends twice at the haft?”

Borkesh blinked in surprise. “Erm…yes.”

“What does that have to do with conversation?”

“Well…nothing. Honestly, you weren’t supposed to be able to translate that. I was going to come up with something clever.”

Both of her eyebrows lifted.

“Never mind,” he said with a grunt. “Maybe silence isn’t so bad.”

Sariss followed quietly for a minute, confused, before it belatedly dawned on her what was happening here: Borkesh was nervous about the prospect of meeting his people again, and he was desperate to fill the silence so he didn’t have to dwell on it. Though when she thought more about it, he had also babbled quite a bit in the hospital tent. Perhaps it wasn’t only about meeting his people…

Perhaps he was just nervous around her.

“You seem surprised that I understand Orcish,” Sariss said. If he wanted conversation, they needed a place to start.

“I am,” Borkesh admitted. “Can’t imagine why a paleskin noblewoman would bother learning it.”

“I’ve always been good with languages, so my parents encouraged me to learn as many as I could.”

“Why?”

She shrugged. “Being from a small noble family meant I would never be considered as a potential dragon wife unless I could offer something unique.”

“And you thought that knowing Orcish would give you an advantage?”

“I thought that knowledge would give me an advantage,” she corrected. “It has been an age since a Wyrm Lord would travel and adventure with their harem before settling down to breed them, but when I first met Alamir as a young girl during a soiree at the palace, I knew that he would be different. I set myself on becoming the wife he would desire—one who is properly attentive and obedient, but also capable.”

Borkesh shook his head. “You wanted to be with Raz your whole life?”

“One of these days, you’re going to have to get comfortable with using his real name.”

“We’ll see.”

He gave her a wry smile through his tusks, which Sariss returned in kind.

“The Vaz Gorati believed that Valion Sorokar had missed his chance to produce a proper heir, so the assumption was that the Elder Dragons would send another when Valion’s term was over,” she said. “The Blood Mothers believed I would make for an effective Dragon Priestess even if I wasn’t chosen as First Wife, but there were others as well. Girls with better breeding and more powerful families.”

Sariss paused for a moment, then smiled in memory. “Once Alamir’s legacy was announced to the other noble families, I knew that he was my destiny. I promised myself I would do whatever it took to serve him…and through him, the Empire.”

Borkesh grunted softly. “You might get upset hearing this, but your culture isn’t as different from ours as you think.”

“You’re right,” Sariss said. “That does upset me.”

She smiled, hoping he would pick up on the jest, but she needn’t have worried—he immediately snorted in amusement.

“In most clans, only the strongest males are allowed to breed,” he told her. “In some tribes, it’s only the warchief himself. The females fight bitterly amongst themselves to be favored wives.”

“I imagine the difference is that your females do battle with actual weapons.”

“Sometimes. Our god teaches us that struggle makes us strong.”

“You mean Kalhabek? Your god of merciless slaughter?”

“It’s not merciless,” Borkesh protested. “Just regular slaughter. But yes, that’s the one.”

“I see,” Sariss murmured. “Do you consider yourself an adherent?”

“Not really,” he admitted, shielding his eyes from the sun again as he tried to examine the cliffs in the distance. “But my people will be eager to tell you that I’m not a very good orc. Especially not after I left the clan to seek my fortune with a scrawny paleskin like Raz.”

“But they will help us?”

“Mokka will help us. Hopefully.”

Sariss stopped in her tracks. “Just hopefully? Earlier you said—”

“I say a lot of things,” Borkesh muttered. “Some of them are even worth listening to.”

His entire body tensed, and the sardonic man she’d been traveling with since Lenya Valley suddenly seemed like an entirely different person. But then he shook off the shadow which had fallen over him, and he pointed further along the path.

“The trek up the side of the mountain isn’t as rough as it looks, but we’ll have to push fairly hard to reach camp before dark. You ready?”

Sariss nodded. “Yes.”

“Good,” he said. “That makes one of us.”
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Several hours later, after a tough ascent up an increasingly dry and jagged path, the sun started to set behind them. It made the already misty vista of Imon Hîth more spectacular, but only when Sariss was looking behind her. While they were walking, the reddish light painted the path in an eerie crimson light that felt like a dark omen.

Borkesh called for a halt shortly thereafter. She didn’t know why at first, but she was grateful for the respite regardless. Even with her magic bolstering her physical endurance, her feet and legs had been aching for hours.

After a few moments of silence, the orc held up his huge ax, banged it twice upon one of the large rocks alongside the edge of the path, then bade her to continue walking alongside him. Sariss didn’t know what he was doing, but the sudden intensity in his look sent a nervous flutter through her stomach.

Then, with no warning whatsoever, a pair of orc warriors stepped out from behind a pile of sunbeaten rocks. She was surprised they had been able to conceal themselves so well, but she did her best to stay calm and follow her companion.

It wasn’t an easy task; as a child, she’d heard countless tales about orc savagery. Her parents and tutors had repeatedly warned not to get anywhere close to them if she could avoid it, even the supposedly “docile” ones who labored in the cities.

And these Ashreaver warriors were anything but docile.

Their worn and tattered hide armor didn't seem especially protective, but combined with the muddy red warpaint on their green faces and the tattoos on their bulging arms, the men were still a menacing sight. Their weapons were equally crude but imposing, from the bone-tipped javelins on their back to the blood-stained axes in their hands. Sariss knew precious little about the art of warfare, but it was obvious that Borkesh’s people didn’t have the resources to properly outfit their warriors. Even Krynn’s slave soldiers were equipped with markedly better gear.

None of that helped to put her any less on edge, however. Sariss kept reminding herself that they wouldn’t dare harm a Vaz Gorati priestess, especially a branded one. So despite her fear, she made it a point to keep her posture stiff and her head held high.

I am a Dragon Priestess, she told herself. And these Ashreavers are my husband’s subjects, whether they wish to be or not.

Borkesh called out a greeting in Orcish, which the scouts returned. Their red eyes flicked back and forth between the two newcomers, and Sariss felt a fresh wave of uncertainty—and disgust—when their gazes lingered on her body too long. Reaching out to the Aether, she kept a spell on her fingertips in case they started looking with their thick green hands rather than just their eyes.

“The elf-lover returns at last,” one of the warriors said in Orcish. Up close, it was apparent that his lower tusks had been broken off, leaving dull brownish-white stumps behind. “And he has a blood witch with him.”

“A witch without chains or a gag,” the second scout said, leering at her with his one good eye. The other was so milky it must have been blind. “What kind of meat is she? Bellymeat or fuckmeat?”

“Dragonmeat,” Borkesh said, gesturing to Sariss’s brand. “Show some respect, or she’ll make you bleed out your ass and your prick at the same time.”

The one with broken tusks snorted derisively. “Dead dragonmeat, maybe. That’s a Sorokar snake—he’s been dead since before you left.”

“Not as dead as we thought. The paleskin I left with? The one the Crones nursed back to health? Seems that was our little dragonling left for dead.”

The two warriors looked at each other, then burst out laughing. She couldn’t quite blame them when she herself was still struggling to accept everything that had happened to Alamir since Dragonfall.

“What kind of bullshit is this?” the half-blind orc asked. “The scrawny, pallid magic-eater wasn’t a dragon!”

“I don’t have the time or patience to explain it to you,” Borkesh said. “The Dragonmeat is here to speak with the chieftain’s daughter. Where is she?”

The orc warriors exchanged another glance, confused.

“What in the White Hag’s tits are you on about?” Broken Tusk asked. “Does this witch have a spell on you? Did the dragons send her to flush us out?”

“I will answer that,” Sariss said, also in Orcish. “They deserve to hear my lord’s offer in person.”

Her words drew immediate looks of shock from both scouts, who had clearly never considered the possibility that a Vaz Gorati priestess and Avetharri noblewoman might understand their tongue…or be willing to sully her lips by speaking it aloud.

“On behalf of Dragon Sovereign Alamir Sorokar, I wish to extend my greetings to your chieftain and your clan,” Sariss went on in her most regal voice…insofar as any voice could sound regal when speaking Orcish. “My lord also wishes to convey his apologies for the unworthy behavior of Sovereign Mandar these past five years. His shameful treatment of your people is at an end. In the days ahead, my lord will send a proper envoy to discuss matters of land and protection—including how your people may best serve him.”

Borkesh’s eyes widened. “Erm…what she means is—”

“I meant exactly what I said,” Sariss interrupted, ignoring his warning look and taking a step closer to the hulking warriors. She was now well within striking distance—and close enough to smell their foul breath and sweaty, unwashed bodies.

“The Ashreavers serve no one,” the second scout sneered. “Not dragons, and certainly not their scrawny witches.”

“My husband is the rightful ruler of this land and all the people within it,” Sariss said, putting an edge into her voice. “Alamir Sorokar is your Sovereign…but he is also your caretaker and protector. By serving him faithfully, your people will earn the right to share in the bounty his rule will provide.”

The men were too stunned to reply. Had she given them time to think, they may have very well laughed in her face…which was precisely why she pressed on.

“I am Sariss Sorokar, First Wife and Dragon Priestess. Through my words, I spread our Sovereign’s glorious deeds across Abethaal; through my womb, I carry his blood legacy into the future. I now demand an audience with your chieftain’s daughter. Obey me, and I shall bring word of your cooperation to my husband. Refuse me, and I shall be the herald of his wrath.”

The warriors didn’t laugh, but they also didn’t look amused. Sariss kept her chin level and her eyes blazing, hoping that the tone of her voice and the legends of Vaz Gorati blood magic would compel them to take her seriously even if her willowy elven frame would not.

“No dragon rules the Ashreavers,” the half-blind orc snarled. “Arrogant cunt! We’re going to make you fuckmeat then bellymeat! And we’ll send those pretty ears of yours back to Tel Kithas inside a—”

Whatever the man intended to say, his jaw was shattered before the words left his mouth. Borkesh moved so quickly Sariss didn’t see the flash of green before his fist collided with the one-eyed orc’s cheek and sent him reeling to the ground. The crunch of his jawbone echoed up and down the mountain.

Sariss leapt back, expecting the other orc to retaliate. But he simply stared down in amazement at his companion as the man writhed in agony on the rocks.

“Tell us where Mokka is,” Borkesh growled. “Now!”

“At the oasis!” the warrior with broken tusks stammered. “She’s at the oasis!”

“Good. Now, get out of her way!”

The warrior moved to the side so quickly he nearly tripped and tumbled down the path. Borkesh gestured to Sariss to start walking again, and he followed closely behind.

“I…” she murmured, trying to find her voice again. “I tried to make them see reason.”

“Reason only works on the reasonable,” he told her. “The only thing my people listen to is pain and blood.”

She could hear the contempt in his voice, and she found herself wondering if he had left his people for the same reason he had stayed away.

“It was a good speech,” Borkesh said once they left the orcs behind. “Not many Avetharri girls would have the courage to deliver it, especially that close. I’m starting to understand why Raz thinks so highly of you.”

Sariss raised an eyebrow at him. “Well, it was also a good punch. I’m starting to understand why Alamir thinks so highly of you.”

He snorted into a chuckle, and they shared a smile.

“The oasis they’re talking about isn’t too much farther ahead,” he told her.

Sariss glanced back over her shoulder to the still-screaming man. “I could dull his pain with my healing magic.”

“No. This way Mokka will hear us coming. She’s always hated that shiteater anyway.”

“You’re certain?”

“Absolutely,” Borkesh said, his grin turning sly. “How do you think he lost that eye in the first place?”
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Dragon Duel


With Tyris on my back and four wyvern riders on my flank, I soared toward the Godsworn Rise as quickly as my wings could carry me. As the minutes passed and the grasslands beyond Lahara’s Cradled streaked beneath us, I couldn’t help but remember all the other times I had made this journey in my youth. Following my father so that he could show me the ruins of Dragonfall, flying with Lathriel to her secret hideout inside the temple of the Old Gods.

Flying with Krynn to meet with the Vorskai right before he betrayed me.

The phantom pain in my chest returned at the same time the ground beneath us transitioned from green fields and forests to arid, dusty plains. I still refused to believe that this great red wyrm could be Krynn, not after I’d tasted his blood and watched his lifeless body plummet onto the cliffs surrounding Sethuil. The trouble was, I didn’t have any better explanations at the moment. Had a demon possessed his corpse? Had the Godsworn discovered something in the vault that had given him immense power? As crazy as it all sounded, it still seemed more plausible than the idea that a huge Elder Dragon had secretly been locked in the vault for centuries without anyone being the wiser.

Besides, I didn’t want to make the mistake of underestimating the Godsworn, especially after what Lathriel had told me about the mirror and the power it provided. They absolutely could have summoned a demon from the Pale, perhaps even a very powerful one. It might help explain some of what had happened…

The only thing I knew for certain was that we were missing a vital piece of the puzzle. And confronting this monster was our only hope of getting answers.

Eventually, the Godsworn Rise appeared on the horizon, and I tried to mentally prepare myself for any conceivable eventuality. If the great wyrm had come here to attack the Vorskai, he might have already laid waste to their settlements before flying elsewhere to continue his destructive rampage. It was also possible that we might catch the wyrm in the act, in which case I needed to be ready for battle. Krynn was the only other dragon I had ever fought with in earnest, and I’d always had an edge over him in raw strength and speed. But if this monstrosity was anywhere near as large as Elyon and the others claimed, I was going to have to strike quickly and accurately rather than with brute force…

“No…” Tyris hissed on my back as we closed within a few miles of the Rise. “We are too late!”

My eyes scanned the distance, but I couldn’t see anything yet besides an impenetrable wall of brown cliffs. But then my nostrils flared, and I caught a whiff of ash and smoke clinging to the air. I growled under my breath and surged forward as fast as I could, my heart pounding and my draconic muscles tensed and ready.

Half a minute later, as we shot over the peaks at breakneck speed, I finally saw the fires and curling wisps of smoke in the narrow valley where the Vorskai had been camped. The devastation was every bit as shocking as in Tel Kithas. Most of the trees had been so thoroughly obliterated that they were little more than ashen stumps, and the flames had consumed so much of the grass that the fires had mostly burned out, leaving relatively little smoke to drift over a landscape charred black. The once lush and fertile refuge now looked more like Valtura’s Tears, the obsidian wastelands to the northeast.

I had spent much of my youth hearing about the massacre at Dragonfall where my father had punished the Vorskai for the assassination of Tirathon Vermillion, and I had unleashed a similar wave of destruction on Krynn’s forces just a few weeks earlier after my memories had been restored. If I closed my eyes, I could still smell the burning flesh and hear the tormented screams of his army. I had tried to spare as many as I could, but the only language they’d understood was destruction. A dragon’s justice mete in flame.

But this was different. I hadn’t inflicted anywhere near this amount of raw devastation on the actual terrain. Had the dragon been more concerned about razing the valley than the people within?

It was in that moment, as I slowed down and swooped in low enough to search for survivors, that I realized there were precious few bodies amidst the ash. While the assault might have consumed some of the Vorskai, melting bone was nearly impossible even for the most powerful dragon. There should have been far more carnage…unless the humans had very quickly gone underground.

I felt a stirring of hope as we soared over more burned tents without seeing any corpses. The Vorskai had survived in these mountains for generations, and I should have known they wouldn’t be caught unaware so easily. The only question was how deep they might have gone to escape the wrath of yet another dragon…

I was about to land near Tyris’s private cave when I heard a thunderous rumble over the peaks to the south. At first, I couldn’t see anything besides a massive black blot through the rising columns of smoke, almost as if a stormcloud were rolling in low over the mountains. But as the shadow’s true form took shape, I realized that the people of Tel Kithas hadn’t exaggerated in the slightest. The great red wyrm was so massive it defied belief. It might have been more than three times my size…

“Zor Kalah…” Tyris gasped. “What…what is this beast?”

I had no explanation for the nature or identity of the great wyrm, but I was now convinced beyond a shadow of a doubt that this creature was not Krynn. The teeth-like spines jutting out of its chin were completely new, as was the sloping curve of its horns. Even the pattern of the red scales was different, though I couldn’t exactly fault anyone for not noticing such details when the beast was busy raining death upon them.

I angled my wings to halt our forward momentum. The other dragon was still several hundred yards away, and while he was definitely moving toward us, he didn’t appear to be in any great hurry. Perhaps the wyrm simply wanted to give me a clear view of his immense bulk to scare me off. If so, he was about to be disappointed.

I wasn’t going anywhere. And this wyrm, whoever and whatever it was, had a lot to answer for.

Still, I would have been lying if I’d claimed I wasn’t intimidated. I suddenly felt like I was a mere wyvern rather than a full dragon myself. How could I fight such a beast?

Glancing to my side, I saw my own hesitation mirrored by the Skywatch riders flanking me. We were moving too quickly to get a clear look at their faces, but I could tell they were in no hurry to surge forward and attack. Two of them seemed to be struggling to control their mounts and keep them from fleeing.

“Stay back,” I called out over the rushing wind. “Wait for my signal.”

All four of the wyverns abruptly climbed up and away from me, then fanned out over the smoldering valley and began to circle. I wanted to strike first and evaluate the enemy’s defenses before I sent them in, but I didn’t get the chance. Rather than attack, the great wyrm landed amidst the charred earth and evaluated me with its massive golden eyes.

“The Black Prince,” he said in a voice so loud it practically shook the mountains. “Face to face at last.”

I seriously considered attacking—with him stationary on the valley floor, he had no hope of avoiding my fiery breath if I strafed past and blasted him. Had he been Krynn, I would have done exactly that. But this was clearly a new player, and my gut told me that learning more about him was more important than a first strike.

I landed nearby, close enough to speak but far enough away that neither of us could belch flames at the other. The acrid stench of smoke from the scorched valley was overpowering this close, and I could feel the residual heat rising up from the still-smoldering terrain beneath me. Tyris tensed on my back, and I could feel the Aether churning around and through her. She would be ready no matter what happened.

“Who in the bloody void are you?” I demanded with a snarl, digging my claws into the dirt in preparation to launch myself aloft if necessary. “Where did you come from?”

“Oh, I have always been here, little whelpling, watching and waiting from the shadows of your decadent empire,” the wyrm said. “But thanks to your friend, I am finally free to step into the light once more.”

He chuckled—a deep, foreboding sound that seemed to rattle my bones. This close, I realized his eyes lacked pupils. They were glowing golden embers, as if he had taken two motes of sunlight and embedded them in his skull.

“I have been called many names over many eons,” he said. “But you may refer to me as Dathiel.”

A dark tingle rippled down the length of my spine. “Dathiel?” I breathed, my normally booming dragon voice coming out as little more than a rasp. “The fallen god?”

“Not fallen,” the wyrm corrected, the subtle amusement in his voice replaced by a venomous growl. “Betrayed.”

The tingle in my spine turned into a full-blown chill, and my thoughts flashed to Lathriel and the voice she had spoken to inside the Sarodihm mirror. The Cult of the Ravener worshiped the Old God Dathiel, and they insisted it was he who was somehow giving them power through the Fenathan. And their leader, Talona, had allegedly been at Krynn’s side when he had appeared and opened the vault…

Was that what had been hidden in the vault? One of the Old Gods?

No, that was absurd. The Old Gods had been imprisoned thousands of years ago—not in physical vaults, but behind the walls of the Pale. Besides, even if this was Dathiel, the gods were the mortal enemies of dragons—they wouldn’t sully themselves by taking our form.

“You are no god,” Tyris hissed from behind me. I could feel the Aether swirling around her like a tempest. “You are a demon—a demon possessing a dragon’s body!”

The wyrm’s golden eyes flashed in amusement. “Mortals,” he scoffed. “Such pitiable creatures, doomed to wallow in their own ignorance. With humans, it’s almost forgivable, but as for these highborn…”

He snorted so loudly it echoed through the entire mountain range.

“The Avetharri consider themselves the stewards of this world—they look down upon others as if they are insects,” the wyrm said. “But elves are still creatures of blood and flesh, weak and frail and pathetic. Without a firm guiding hand, you are all a danger to this world—and to yourselves.”

“Enough!” I snarled, shaking my head. “I will hear no more of this. Whatever you think you are, you will pay for the devastation you’ve caused.”

The great wyrm shifted his weight again, and I nearly vaulted into the air in case he tried to attack. But instead, he simply shook his enormous head.

“You are formidable, I’ve no doubt,” Dathiel said. “I warned your friend that he wouldn’t be able to defeat you without my help. After all, you are one of the few sorcerers left in your dying civilization who is yet untainted by the Drought. It’s almost a pity you don’t understand why…and a tragedy that you never will.”

My claws dug deeper into the ground. “What are you talking about?”

“After my escape, I considered the possibility that your blood witches might finally reveal their secrets, but I should have known better. They spin your history in a web of lies so thick that Zelioth herself wouldn’t be able to untangle them. But if they will not tell you the truth, I will: you are nothing more than a mortal wearing stolen scales as a second skin. A pretender. A fraud. A would-be Sovereign desperate to sit on the throne of a dying empire you cannot save.

“I am Dathiel the Watcher, and I have returned to reclaim what is mine. Escar may be gone, but I am not without his mercy.” The great wyrm smiled, its maw stretching so wide it seemed like it could devour me whole. “You are invited to kneel.”

I growled in the back of my throat. “Dragons do not kneel.”

The great wyrm laughed. “You are more right than you know, whelping. Allow me to demonstrate.”

Despite my preparation—and despite the fact I should have been well out of range of any dragon’s breath—I barely managed to leap into the sky before a roaring column of fire seared my scales. As I gained altitude and looked down, I couldn’t believe what I was seeing: Dathiel was spewing a cone of flame several hundred feet long, well past the spot where I should have been safe. By the time the breath stopped, a furrow of glowing, red-orange glass stretched across the valley floor.

Still, the attack had left him flat-footed, and it gave us an opportunity to strike. I tossed a commanding glance upward at the Skywatch wyverns patrolling overhead, and all four of them dove in to attack. Two stayed high and two went low—a classic atta nohir maneuver reserved for fighting larger creatures or siege weapons. The high-flying wyvern riders fired arrows while the lower-flying ones got close enough to hurl spears, all tipped with precious adamantine.

I hadn’t expected their attack to kill Dathiel, but I had expected it to do something. Yet when all the spears and arrows reached their target, they bounced off the great wyrm’s red scales as harmlessly as if they’d attacked the mighty walls of Sethuil. Dathiel’s golden eyes flashed, and as he launched his impossible bulk into the sky, the four wyverns scattered to avoid a counterattack.

Tyris and I struck instead. I brought us swooping in fast, hoping to use my superior maneuverability to our advantage. The Aether churned through her, and I felt the briefest flash of heat on my neck as she hurled a ball of fire at the wyrm.

She was the most naturally gifted flamecaller I’d ever seen; I had personally watched her incinerate numerous enemies with a single spell. Yet the explosive blast of her fireball did absolutely nothing. None of Dathiel’s red scales looked singed in the slightest.

Shit.

Clenching my jaw tight, I pressed my own attack. I had no trouble catching up to the great wyrm even after he had taken flight, and I flattened my wings to keep my profile low as I raked my claws over his huge chest, striking at the narrow gap between his scales. Against a griffin or a wyvern, the attack would have ripped open its stomach and spilled its entrails across the sky; against another dragon, it would have at least drawn blood.

Yet here I may as well have been trying to rend open a mountain. Pain shot through my arm when his scales nearly broke my claws, and the unexpected resistance almost halted my momentum altogether. Fearing a brutal counterattack if I got stuck beneath the wyrm, I tucked in my wings and let gravity pull me beneath Dathiel and out of his reach. I barely managed to spin myself back around and stay aloft before I cratered in the valley, and I was more grateful than ever that my saddle would safely hold Tyris in place no matter how much I twisted and turned.

She swore viciously as I stabilized my flight. Neither of us wanted to believe anything this creature had told us, and I still refused to accept he was actually an Old God in dragon form. But whatever he was, demon or dragon or god, it was starting to seem like there was nothing we could do to stop him…

The mind of a dragon is no place for doubt, my father had told me countless times. He acts, then deals with the consequences. If he cannot act, then he does not waste his time with worry.

I had always tried to take his advice to heart…but then again, Valion Sorokar had never found himself flying wing-to-wing with a dragon three times his size that seemed impervious to adamantine, claws, and magic. Doubt seemed like a perfectly rational response to this madness.

But I had no intention of giving up just yet. Beating my wings as hard as I could, I brought us up and over the peaks at the southern edge of the valley, then swung us about in a wide arc in preparation for another attack. The red wyrm was following behind us, the shadow cast by his immense bulk shrouding half the destroyed Vorskai encampment beneath him. It still amazed me that such a monstrosity could fly at all, but I soon realized Dathiel was doing more than merely staying aloft.

He was gaining on us.

Having regrouped thanks to my intervention, the four Skywatch riders came in for a second attack. They employed the same atta nohir maneuver as before, but their arrows and spears remained ineffective. When they got in close, I feared that the red wyrm might swat them out of the air or unleash a fiery attack that burned them to cinders, but Dathiel’s glowing golden eyes were entirely fixated upon me.

“Fall back!” I called out, my draconic voice rumbling through the mountains. “Return to Tiralis!”

They were too far away to see their reactions, but judging by how quickly they brought their wyverns about, they didn’t have any objections to fleeing the field. As much as I appreciated having backup, there was no point in placing their lives at risk—or in wasting precious adamantine—against such a foe.

But I had no intention of fleeing with them. I was Dragon Sovereign now, and it was my responsibility to protect the people of Abethaal. What I needed was a change of tactics…

“Don’t bother trying to blast it,” I told Tyris, craning back my head so she could hear me despite the wind rushing past us. “Just give me as much power as you can.”

“I understand,” she said,

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Dathiel growing closer by the second, wings beating with steady, relentless patience. It wouldn’t be long before we were in range of his breath again, but I still took the time to reach out to the Aether and infuse myself with its power. A heartbeat later, I felt Tyris’s comparatively tiny hands press against the scales of my neck. Her energy joined with my own, opening my connection to the Aether until a steady stream became an unstoppable torrent.

Two as one. Maskari.

Snarling, I dipped my wing and banked hard to the right. The great red wyrm was still behind us, and the moment I brought us around, he opened his maw and unleashed another fiery blast in our direction. I rolled in a corkscrew to dodge the blast, and Tyris simultaneously conjured a protective barrier around us. We were both lucky she did, because despite my quick maneuver, the heat was so intense that we—and especially her—might have been fried without it.

The breath attack had locked the wyrm into a straight flight path, however, which gave me the opportunity I’d been hoping for. After climbing as rapidly as I could, I came up and behind the wyrm, then dove toward his back and landed on top of him. I lashed out with all four of my clawed limbs, twisting and turning and raking for any gap in his scales. At the same time, I clamped down on the back of his neck with my jaws.

This time, my attacks got through. Empowered by the full fury of the Aether, my talons pierced the wyrm’s scales and sank into his hide while my teeth rent his neck. I felt a rush of hot blood spill into my mouth, and the wyrm roared in anger and thrashed to try and shake me off. But I had lodged myself in a perfect position where my enemy couldn’t reach, and I used all my strength to tear and shred and inflict as much misery and damage as possible, all while Tyris continued infusing me with her strength.

It should have worked. Against any other foe, it would have worked. I had struck with lethal precision against a foe who couldn’t defend himself. And yet every time I retracted a claw from inside the wyrm’s flesh, the wound stitched back together before my eyes. The regeneration worked faster than any healing magic I had ever seen, including the vatari tattoos of the Blade Dancers. It healed even faster than when I had been Rasmus the Slayer and could feed off magic. Dathiel wasn’t simply durable.

He seemed immortal.

Without warning, the great wyrm dove straight down into the valley. With my claws hooked into his flesh, I was pulled along with him so quickly my stomach lurched. He then twisted hard enough to the side that I lost my grip and slipped free. I thrust out my wings to slow my momentum, and I was just about to surge away in a different direction when the wyrm’s gargantuan tail smashed into my flank.

The force of the impact was like I had flown full-speed into the walls of a castle. I was suddenly flying sideways in a violent, uncontrollable flat spin, and I couldn’t stabilize myself no matter how hard I struggled. The air rushed past me so hard and fast I couldn’t hear a damn thing, and I knew I was plummeting into the valley far too rapidly to stop. There was also no way I could possibly shield Tyris from the impact, but I called out to her in warning—

And then struck the ground like a meteor falling from the heavens. Rocks pounded my scales and dirt sprayed into my open maw as I dug a trench into the violated earth. All I could do was slam my talons into the ground to try and keep myself from flipping over and potentially crushing Tyris. I had no concept of how far I skidded before I came to a halt, but my head was spinning so badly that black dots completely clouded my vision.

Eventually I heard a rush of flame, and I saw Tyris floating nearby blasting fire from her palms to slow her descent. Thank Lahara she had gotten out of the saddle in time…

“Alamir!” she called out, landing and dashing to my side. I felt another rejuvenating rush of energy when she touched my scales, but it still took several seconds before I could breathe again. The slap from the great wyrm’s tail felt like it had collapsed my lungs, and every bone in my body ached. Yet miraculously, it didn’t seem like anything had broken. We dragons were exactly as tough as we looked.

I was somewhere in the middle of the Vorskai valley, with upturned soil and shattered trees all around me. The immense shadow of the great wyrm circled overhead like a thousand vultures clumped together over a rotting battlefield. When Dathiel finally swooped down and landed, the ground trembled so hard that Tyris nearly lost her balance. I lunged in front of her protectively.

“Mortals,” the great wyrm snorted. “Afflicted with so many tragic faults. But do you know what true sin is? Arrogance. You highborn earnestly believe that you are wolves among sheep even though you are nothing but pretenders. You stole our power—you stole my power.”

Dathiel snarled and stretched out his wings. “It is long past time for the true gods of this world to take it back. The Age of Sorcery is over…the Age of Faith is about to begin.”

The great wyrm’s entire body brimmed with golden light that eclipsed his red scales, and the radiant burst rippled across the mountain valley like the shockwave of an explosion. I braced myself and stretched out a wing to shield Tyris, expecting pain to follow the assault. But nothing seemed to happen.

I had no idea what the monster had done, but I didn’t plan to wait and find out. Digging my claws into the smoldering ground, I prepared to charge forward and make a final attack. But just before I could move, a wave of inexplicable weakness crashed over me. I stumbled in place…

And it was only then that I realized the black scales on my draconic arms were beginning to recede. My eyes widened, and when I lifted my talon, I watched in horror as my claws began to shrivel and shrink. I focused on my draconic blood and tried to reignite its power…but I could no longer feel it inside me. And when I tried to reach out to the Aether, I discovered I couldn’t feel it, either. Not because I didn’t know how…

But because it was gone.

At first, I refused to accept it. The Aether may have been invisible, but it was as much a part of the world as the wind or the sky. Even when I’d struggled with sorcery as a child, I had still been able to sense it around me. But no longer. It was like I was Rasmus again…

“How…?” I gasped. “How can…argh!”

A lance of biting pain stabbed through me as if I had triggered the full fury of the Flensing by overchanneling. Tyris screamed, too, and I saw her collapse out of the corner of my eye. But I couldn’t do anything to help; the creeping agony spread throughout my entire body as if I was being submerged in lava one limb at a time. And as the pain traveled, my draconic form withered along with it. My scales turned to flesh, my bones shrank, and in the span of a few heartbeats, I was nothing more than a naked man crouched upon the scorched floor of the valley.

The pain in my bones dulled to an uncomfortable ache, but Tyris didn’t seem to be able to move at all. I crawled to her, but for the first time since we’d met, when I touched her arm I felt nothing. No surge of energy, no conduit of untapped power. She wasn’t even warm, and she was barely breathing…

“No longer will you taint our divine blood with your mortal filth,” Dathiel said, voice booming. “No longer will you wield its power as your own.”

I turned and glared at the monstrosity looming over us. He was a scarlet mountain, and I was hardly more than an ant. Rage boiled in my gut, but it was useless. Impotent. If I couldn’t slay this beast as a dragon, what chance did I have as a man? A cold blanket of despair fell over me…

Until my eyes settled upon Sabon Nyr still strapped to Tyris’s back. Even though I couldn’t feel the Aether—even though the vatari crystal hanging around my neck was dull and dark—the runes on the ancient moonsilver blade had begun to glow a faint blue.

“If you wish to serve, mortal,” Dathiel said, “then you will learn to kneel. Swear fealty to me, or die like the mewling whelp you are.”

Tyris showed no sign of moving, and I still couldn’t tap into my power. But there was no way in the bloody void I was about to surrender to this monster, so I reached to her back, snatched the blade from its sheath, and lunged at the great wyrm.

Having seen how ineffective every other weapon—including my own claws—had been in this battle, I harbored no illusions about the power of a single sword. But as I swept Sabor Nyr at the great wyrm’s colossal leg, the runes on the surface of the metal flashed, and it didn’t so much carve into Dathiel’s flesh as burn right through it. The great wyrm reared backward and let out a hellish roar of agony that seemed to shake the entire Godsworn Rise.

The wyrm’s blood sizzled where it splashed onto the ground, dissolving rock and dirt alike. The moment it touched the ground, there was a strange hiss like air rushing into a crypt that hadn’t been opened in centuries. Power swirled around me slowly but steadily.

I could feel the Aether again.

“Mortal wretch!” Dathiel screamed, and he lashed out with his claws to try and rip me to pieces. I ducked and rolled on pure instinct as years of Blade Dancer training in the palace—aided by a hefty dose of experience I had gained as Rasmus—seized control of my reflexes. The swipe narrowly missed, and I instantly popped back up and slashed the wyrm’s red scales again.

The roar of agony was so loud I had to quell the urge to cover my ears, but I could see that unlike the wounds I had inflicted with my claws, those caused by the sword were not healing over. More of Dathiel’s blood hissed as it struck the ground, and I felt another rush of power as my draconic legacy blazed inside me once again.

His blood. The Aether is his blood…

Gripping the blade of Sabon Nyr, I prepared another strike. But just before I moved, the great wyrm vaulted into the air. The beating of his immense wings battered me like a hurricane, pressing me to the ground and sending me sprawling across the scorched rocks. As I raised my arms to try and shield myself against the barrage of grit and pebbles, I noticed that Tyris had regained consciousness. She erected a shield of energy to protect us as the whirlwind continued…

But Dathiel kept climbing. Tyris and I watched, our breaths desperate and heavy, as his ominous bulk swept east across the valley and over the mountain’s edge…

And then disappeared beyond.


Interlude
Sariss


Borkesh had said that it wouldn’t take them long to reach Mokka, and he was right. Perhaps ten minutes after he had broken the jaw of the half-blind orc, he and Sariss crested a particularly rough hill on the path and got their first glimpse of the mountain oasis the Ashreavers called home.

Sariss had been stunned by the sheer beauty of Imon Hîth when they first flew into the region, and the oasis was no different. While the yellows and reds that dominated the eastern White Mist Mountains were still present, here it felt as if Lahara herself had taken a paintbrush and added a splash of verdant green and crystalline blue.

The oasis was essentially an ovoid crater at the edge of the mountains filled with trees, grass, and bushes as well as a large rippling pond created by a waterfall on the northern edge. The area must have been incredibly fertile, though as they descended the path toward the pond, she realized there didn’t seem to be any signs of agriculture besides a few patches of alchemical herbs and vegetables growing in discreet beds beside a handful of huts. There was no conceivable way that the oasis could have possibly produced enough food to provide for an entire town or even a large village. But then, she had no idea how many Ashreavers actually lived in these mountains.

She recalled Alamir telling her about how the Vorskai had learned to grow certain crops in the caves of the Godsworn Rise where the dragons and the Skywatch couldn’t see them, and she wondered if the Ashreavers might have been doing the same here. The thought of people starving here or in the Reach seemed unthinkable when Sariss imagined the abundant fields supporting Tel Kithas, Mith Tavar, and nearly all the other major settlements of Abethaal. Even with the expanding Droughtlands, there should have been more than enough food for everyone.

Orcs of all ages paused in their chores to glower as they passed. Their lives appeared as primitive as Sariss had been expecting. Their huts were made of animal hides, and most of their tools were fashioned from bone rather than metal. None of the orcs struck her as holding much authority, however, judging by the lack of piercings and tattoos, so she kept moving.

She and Borkesh were perhaps halfway across the oasis when Sariss finally spotted the orc female they were looking for. Mokka was wearing a sleeveless robe of tribal leathers, and her sinewy green arms were painted or perhaps tattooed with a variety of dark red symbols. She was more muscular than any Avetharri woman could ever dream, though still significantly more slender than Borkesh.

“There she is,” Borkesh breathed. “It’s been a long time…”

He continued walking as if in a trance, and Mokka didn’t seem to notice them approaching despite his stomping footsteps. She was standing in the shallow end of the pond, her arms held outward as if she were squeezing something in each hand. Sariss frowned, wondering if they were about to interrupt some kind of orc bathing ritual…assuming orcs had bathing rituals. But then she felt a surge of energy ripple through the Aether, and when the orc woman lifted her hands toward her head, two serpent-like streams of water followed them upward.

“A raincaller?” Sariss asked quietly. “You didn’t mention that.”

“You didn’t ask,” Borkesh said, his expression tightening. “But it’s another reason that even if she weren’t the chieftain’s daughter, she would be the most valuable member of the clan.”

Sariss nodded absently. Elemental magic was viewed as chaotic and primitive in many quarters of Avetharri society where “pure” arcane magic reigned supreme. That didn’t mean it wasn’t powerful, of course—Tyris’s flamecalling abilities were proof enough of that.

Raincallers were especially rare and coveted among the dustborn, since they possessed healing abilities which were otherwise exclusive to Vaz Gorati priestesses like herself. Sariss had never seen such abilities in action, but she was eager to change that.

Mokka still hadn’t reacted to their presence by the time they’d reached the shore of the pond. Sariss looked at Borkesh, assuming that he would wish to speak first. But the orc appeared thoroughly entranced by the floating water serpents and the woman controlling them.

“You return,” Mokka said. “After another failed battle.”

The woman’s voice was higher-pitched than Sariss had expected, though still deeper than hers. Mokka was also speaking in the Imperial tongue, which may have been even more shocking.

“I didn’t lose,” Borkesh said, bracing the head of his ax on the ground and resting his hand on the pommel as if it were a cane. “Didn’t you hear Dravek screaming?”

“I did. But you are bandaged and lame despite traveling alongside a paleskin blood witch. Either their healing magic is weaker than we thought, or you were beaten so thoroughly you could scarcely draw breath.”

He looked down at the dressings still covering the left side of his body. “There was a great siege in the city beyond the mist yesterday. I prevailed, as usual.”

Mokka twisted her hands, and the watery serpents followed her movements, spinning together in the air yet remaining distinct as the orc woman finally turned around. Her face seemed young, though the red warpaint over her eyes and mouth seemed to add a few years. Her eyes—a brighter shade of red—flicked between Borkesh and Sariss.

“You leave at the side of one paleskin, now you return at the side of another. And the broodmare of a dragon, no less.”

“I am Sariss Sorokar, First Wife of the Dragon Sovereign,” Sariss said. “My lord has—”

“I know who you are, Dragonmeat,” Mokka interrupted. “I heard everything you said.”

Sariss frowned, first in annoyance at being interrupted, then in curiosity about how she could have overheard a conversation from a mile away. Did this woman possess some kind of divination magic as well?

“This mountain has eyes,” Mokka said. “To survive the wrath of your people, we have had to learn how to use them.”

She lowered her hands and the water serpents with them. Once they had dissipated into the pool, she began to walk through the water toward the shore, her gaze now fastened exclusively upon Sariss.

“We will not be slaves to any dragon,” Mokka declared. “If you seek to dominate us, we will paint the mountains in your blood.”

“That is not why we came here,” Sariss said. “The usurper Sovereign is dead, and my husband wishes to make amends for his misdeeds.”

“By being our ‘caretaker and protector,’” the orc woman sneered. “I told you, I heard everything you said. But I don’t care about your words and promises, Dragonmeat. These mountains belong to the Ashreavers, now and forever.”

Mokka stepped out of the pool, and she moved right up in front of them. Sariss was on the tall side for an Avetharri female, and the riding heels of her boots helped boost her even more. Yet the orc woman still towered over her by several inches. Sariss had never seen a female form with so much muscle. The veins in Mokka’s arms stood out clearly in her emerald skin. No Avetharri woman would be caught dead in such primitive-looking robe, yet radiated the will and composure of a Blood Mother.

“If your father’s as smart as he used to be, he’ll at least be willing to listen to what the dragon has to say,” Borkesh said, shifting slightly to place himself between the two women. “There’s more going on in the south than you realize. I mentioned the siege in—”

“My father is gone,” Mokka interrupted.

Borkesh’s face sank. “Gone? How?”

“How do you think? He was challenged. They fought, he died. But the challenger’s wounds were grave, and he perished within the week.” She shifted her eyes to him. “I decide the future of our people now. And I promise, it will have nothing to do with the dragons.”

“What?” he breathed, shaking his head. “The Ashreavers haven’t been led by a chieftess in many generations.”

Mokka snorted. “Since when do you care about our people’s traditions?”

“I’ve always cared.”

“Is that why you left with the paleskin magic-eater and never returned?” she countered. “No trophies, no gold, no relics…nothing at all, besides unfulfilled promises of glory at the side of this Sorekûl Drakath.”

Borkesh’s expression went flat, and once again Sariss felt as if she were standing next to a different man than the one she had been traveling with since Lenya Valley.

“The Crones are sick of leaving our people’s fortunes to fools,” Mokka said. “If we are going to survive, our clan must learn to cultivate magic, not brute strength.”

Borkesh still seemed too stunned to reply, but Sariss placed a hand on his arm and moved around him so she was directly in front of Mokka again.

“Magic is the reason we’re here,” she said. “We seek the ruined temple in these mountains, the ones the Godsworn excavated a few years ago.”

The orc chieftess’s eyes pivoted back to her. “Your sister witches were already there. They erected a blood barrier to seal the ruins.”

“I know, and I hope to open it,” Sariss replied, carefully considering how much she wanted to reveal. “The ranks of the Godsworn have swollen recently, and they are plotting something dire. The ruins may hold vital clues about their plans.”

Mokka studied her in silence for several moments. Sariss stood stiffly in place, meeting the other woman eye-to-eye even when a gust of wind swept through the oasis and whipped her long blond hair into her face. Mokka’s dark brown dreadlocks barely moved at all.

“Why should the Ashreavers aid the blood witches?” Mokka asked. “The Godsworn are your enemies.”

“They are everyone’s enemies,” Sariss corrected. “Their magic threatens to sunder the Pale, unleashing demons or other foul creatures. If your people wish to live in these mountains, you will find yourselves more vulnerable than most. The Chol slumber beneath these stones but can easily be awakened.”

“You fear their magic because you fear their gods,” Mokka said dismissively. “But you forget that Kalhabek slumbers in the shadows amongst them. His return would bring us great power.”

“Or unleash untold destruction. The gods are not—”

“Don’t play this game, Mokka,” Borkesh interrupted. “You’ve been wanting to know what’s inside that temple ever since you found it. Well, she can open it for you, and you can look around with us.”

The chieftess’s eyes narrowed. “It is unlikely that anything of use remains.”

“But not impossible. Besides, if you want us to leave, this is the quickest way. Why not lead us to the ruins and get it over with?”

Mokka fell silent again, and Sariss started trying to conjure up alternatives if the woman remained stubborn. She refused to return to Alamir empty-handed, and if they needed to go back to their wyvern and scout themselves, they would. In theory, she could have also used her blood magic to force this woman’s compliance—the Vaz Gorati weren’t above using brutal techniques to protect the bloodlines.

But Sariss had no interest in those methods, and she knew that Alamir would never expect or wish her to use them. Frankly, she wasn’t even convinced it would work against another sorcerer.

“Very well,” Mokka said eventually. “If it will convince the witch to leave and you to go with her, then I will show you the ruins.”

“Don’t worry,” Borkesh replied, his voice as dark as hers. “I won’t stay any longer than I must.”
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Sariss was unsure how long it would take them to reach the temple ruins, but Mokka moved with purpose through the oasis and into a much rougher and more treacherous path than the one they had followed here. Nightfall made it that much worse—while the orcs could see fine in the dark, Sariss could not. And while her blood magic was capable of many extraordinary feats, conjuring light or fire was not one of them. Every time she stumbled, she heard Mokka snort in contempt at her “weakness.”

The reaction was more annoying than it should have been, but Sariss forced herself to stay calm and be patient. Getting into a verbal spat with the orc chieftess wasn’t going to help anything, though Mokka really should have been treating the Dragon Priestess with more respect…

Borkesh, for his part, stayed flustered for several minutes, but he eventually seemed to snap himself out of it as he moved to Mokka’s side.

“You said that someone challenged your father,” he said. “Who was it?”

Mokka gave him a long look, as if debating whether to respond. “Grumlask.”

“That stone-head? He could barely hold an ax when I left.”

“He grew up. He even left for a while, like you. But when we came back, his head was filled with more idiocy than before.”

“Like the idea to challenge the warchief?”

“It didn’t start there,” Mokka said, voice becoming a low growl. “He had received an offer from the humans to the south. They called themselves ‘Underborn.’”

“Offer?” Sariss asked. “What kind of offer?”

Mokka glanced over her shoulder as if she’d forgotten they had a third person with them. Or perhaps she was just annoyed that their private conversation had been interrupted.

“They were planning to attack and pillage Sethuil,” Mokka said. “Their leader promised spoils if the Ashreavers were willing to help.”

“When was this?” Sariss asked.

“Almost three moons ago. The idiot managed to convince many of the others it would be a good idea. That’s why he felt he had the grounds for the challenge.”

“We were fighting the Underborn yesterday,” Borkesh said. “Some of the Godsworn were on their side.”

Mokka came to a halt in a relatively flat section of the otherwise rugged path. Sariss was glad for the break, though when she made the mistake of leaning too far to the side, she realized they were precariously close to the edge of a cliff. One wrong step here could easily prove lethal…

“Since you are here, I assume these humans are dead?” Mokka asked.

“Not quite,” Borkesh said. “Raz convinced them to stand down.”

Her red eyes narrowed. “Is what you told the sentries true? That the paleskin magic-eater was a dragon?”

“Is, not was. I know how it sounds—I wouldn’t believe it if he hadn’t flown me around on his back.”

Mokka’s jaw fell open. “You rode on a dragon?”

“Well, I am his partner,” Borkesh said, puffing out his chest. “More like he’s my partner, really. I’m the one who did most of the work.”

Sariss couldn’t tell if the chieftess was impressed or stunned or perhaps both.

“Now that he’s a dragon again, he’s off to reclaim his throne,” Borkesh went on, seeming more confident by the moment. “And I’m set to receive a huge payout from the treasury. I’m sure the tribe could use it.”

Mokka’s green brow creased. “Why would you share your bounty with us?”

“I told you I’d find something useful for the clan when I left.”

“You also said that you’d come back, but that didn’t happen.”

“I’m here, aren’t I?” he asked, stretching out his arms. “Look, what matters is that Raz isn’t lying, and neither is his meat here. He understands us better than you think. He’s spent the past five years living in the Droughtlands, and he’s half-drow.”

“Half drow, but still all elf,” Mokka muttered. “He knows nothing of our people.”

Borkesh growled in the back of his throat. “You said you want to be wise and cultivate magic. If that’s true, then what our people need is an alliance that lets us move out of the mountains. We can’t thrive while we’re buried under rocks.”

The chieftess remained quiet for several heartbeats, her red eyes studying Borkesh intently. “Is this blood witch warping your mind?”

“No,” he said flatly. “She saved my life. And believe me, she’s not as weak and pathetic as she looks.”

Sariss started to interject but stopped herself. It seemed like he’d meant that as a compliment…

“It is impressive that she knows our tongue,” Mokka admitted. “And that she’s willing to utter it.”

“I’m not what you think,” Sariss replied. “And neither is my husband.”

“Perhaps,” the chieftess said. She paused for another moment, then gestured down the path. “The ruins aren’t much farther, but the way is difficult. I suggest you watch your steps closely.”

Sariss did indeed watch her steps closely, especially since the moonlight was barely enough for her to see where she was going. The buffeting winds didn’t help, either, especially since the strongest gusts had a habit of smashing into them right when the path grew so narrow she had to turn sideways and shuffle. She found herself a little annoyed that the larger orcs had less trouble than a nimble elf, but the truth was that she simply wasn’t very comfortable in the wild. Climbing mountains wasn’t one of all the skillsets she had tried to develop on her path to becoming a dragon wife.

But she managed nonetheless, and Mokka pointed when they finally reached their destination. Sariss squinted through the darkness, and the moon was just bright enough to let her see the large, ancient stone archway built into the cliff face below them. An enormous amount of rubble was piled about the opening, but it seemed like it would be easy enough for them to get inside the door nonetheless.

The problem was that the path itself merged with the cliff face a few steps in front of them, meaning that they were a thirty-foot drop from the entrance to the ruins.

“Time for the Dragonmeat to grow wings and show us how to fly,” Mokka taunted.

“There must be a way down,” Sariss said, ignoring the taunt as she crouched at the edge of the path and looked around.

The chieftess turned to Borkesh. “A strong warrior could endure the jump. Especially while in the presence of two females.”

He snorted. “You really think you can goad me into that just to impress you?”

“We’re about to find out.”

The two of them stared hard into one another’s eyes for a long moment, and it almost seemed like they were about to fight or at least slam their skulls together. But then they both chuckled as if sharing a private joke.

“I’ve heard tales of the blood witches using their magic to instill great strength and stamina in others,” Mokka said. “Could you use it to descend safely?”

“To make the jump, yes,” Sariss said. “To survive the fall without breaking bones? No.”

“A pity. It seems you will have to rely upon the magic of mountain savages.”

Mokka stretched out her arms, and Sariss felt a ripple in the Aether as the other woman used her raincalling abilities to pull vapor from the air itself to create a wide, slender disk of water as if she had skimmed it from the top of a pool. Then, with a second surge of magic, she snap-froze the disk into ice, then brought it to the edge of the path.

“Come,” she said, stepping onto it.

Borkesh smiled and joined her, and Sariss reluctantly did the same. The three of them barely fit, but Mokka used her power to lower the disk smoothly toward the rubble in front of the temple ruins as if it were an elevator platform in one of the mine shafts in Selod Maril. It turned to water and splashed over the rubble the moment the chieftess stopped concentrating.

“This is it, Dragonmeat,” Mokka said, pointing to the wide opening. “The blood witch seal is deeper inside.”

Sariss gritted her teeth and glared at the other woman. “From this point forward, you will refer to me as ‘Dragon Priestess,’” she demanded, switching back to the Imperial tongue. “I will also accept ‘First Wife,’ but I do not know the words for either in your language.”

“Because there is no word for priestess,” Borkesh said. “Or wife. I doubt you’d want her to call you ‘First Meat,’ but I’ve been wrong before.”

“How about Blood Witch?” Mokka asked with a sneer, still speaking Orcish.

Sariss sighed. “My name will suffice. But if you ever refer to me as ‘meat’ again, I will show you why the Vaz Gorati are feared across the Empire.”

The chieftess stepped so close that Sariss had to look upward to maintain eye contact.

“Is that a threat?”

“Yes,” Sariss said flatly.

Mokka’s stare turned deadly, but Sariss refused to look away. She felt Borkesh step up behind her—not threateningly, but protectively—and she suddenly found herself trapped between two large orcs…

“I told you, she’s not as pathetic as she seems,” Borkesh said.

The orc chieftess smiled. “Very well, priestess,” she said, joining Sariss by speaking in the Imperial tongue. “Come, I will show you the barrier erected by your sisters.”

Mokka turned and stepped over the rubble and into the huge archway. Sariss let out the breath she’d been holding, but before she could follow, Borkesh chuckled and clapped her shoulder.

“You’re going to get along fine,” he said. “No doubt about it.”
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“Little remains of what was,” Mokka said as they moved into the ancient temple. “The Godsworn and the blood witches took everything of value.”

Sariss nodded distantly as another puff of stale air wrinkled her nose. Without the aid of moonlight, it would have been impossible for her to see anything in here, but the Godsworn—or perhaps the scavengers who’d followed—had left several torches near the entrance. Borkesh, an experienced traveler, had the means to light them.

The interior of the ruins didn’t remind her much of a temple at all, at least not so far. The expertly hewn stone was reminiscent of the buildings and passages in Olath Shuk more than any of the Seven Spires in Tel Kithas. There was nothing on the walls to indicate any particular purpose; it just seemed like a passageway into the mountains.

“I’m surprised the clan didn’t attempt to turn this into an outpost,” Borkesh said as they moved. “The walls are sturdy enough, and there’s plenty of space.”

“I would have, if not for the blood seal,” Mokka told him. “You know how our people feel about paleskin magic. They feared the blood witches left a curse on this place and wanted nothing to do with it.”

Borkesh snorted. “You could have beaten sense into them.”

The orc chieftess stayed silent for several heartbeats as they slowly moved through the bare, shadow-filled hall.

“I considered it. But the truth is that I don’t trust their magic, either. Once I realized I couldn’t break the seal, there was no reason to linger.”

“Vaz Gorati blood seals require several priestesses working in unison, and often a sample of dragon blood as well,” Sariss said. “They would not have warded an area in such a way unless it were critically important.”

Mokka gave her a confused look, the torchlight flickering in her carnelian eyes. “You don’t know what’s behind it?”

“No. I told you, I came here in search of clues about the Godsworn and their plans. But I’m uncertain what we’ll find.”

“I don’t understand,” the chieftess said, shaking her head. “You wear a dragon’s brand, and you are a priestess. Why would they not tell you what they were protecting?”

I wish I knew, she thought to herself. Even as a naive young woman training to join the order, Sariss had understood that the Vaz Gorati were the keepers of many secrets. What she hadn’t thought much about was who they were keeping those secrets from.

“That is part of what I wish to find out,” Sariss said instead. “How far is the seal?”

“Through here,” Mokka said, pointing to a T-shaped split in the hall. The archway on the eastern side had partially collapsed, but there was enough space for them to fit through.

At least, there was for her. Sariss had no difficulty slipping her slender elven frame between the mound of broken stone and the wall, but the orcs—especially Borkesh—struggled to do the same. He ended up bashing at the rubble with the pommel of his ax to break enough of the rocks loose for him to crawl over and follow them.

The narrow corridor led into a wide, spacious chamber that did look more like the inside of a temple. Their torches were just bright enough to illuminate it, though they needed to spread out. The chamber was shaped like a hexagon, with small alcoves embedded into each of the six walls. Two of the alcoves had crumbled plinths within, suggesting that they had once been meant to display something, likely small statues—a guess that was confirmed a moment later when Borkesh noticed that one of those statues had fallen behind its plinth rather than disappeared.

There wasn’t much left of it—it had shattered into several pieces. Nevertheless, the head and wings made it readily apparent that it had once depicted a dragon.

“Strange,” Sariss said, squatting down to inspect the broken pieces of stone. “Why would a temple dedicated to the old gods have a statue of a dragon?”

“I don’t know,” Borkesh replied, “but maybe the same reason they painted this mural?”

She squinted at the barren walls. “What mural?”

“The one you’re standing on.”

Frowning, Sariss rose back to her feet and looked down at the floor. It was as dusty as the rest of the ruins, so she hadn’t given much thought to it. But when she moved her torch around to illuminate it better, she realized there was indeed a mural painted upon the floor. It was difficult to discern many details with all the debris, but she could see what appeared to be the tail of a green dragon coiling around a much larger symbol.

“The blood ward is in the next chamber,” Mokka said, sounding impatient.

“Could you use your magic to wash the floor?” Sariss asked. “To reveal the rest of the mural?”

The chieftess snorted. “I am not your maid, priestess.”

“Just do it,” Borkesh said. “This is important to her.”

Mokka shot him a bewildered look, but he didn’t stand down. Sariss found herself repressing a smile. It was becoming more obvious by the day why her husband had befriended this man…

“If it will stop your mewling,” Mokka said. “Step outside. You’re far too scrawny to survive in the cold if those robes get wet.”

As Sariss and Borkesh backed out of the chamber, Mokka extended her arms and reached out to the Aether. The air was so dry inside the ruins that it seemed to take a great deal of effort to extract vapor, but she eventually summoned enough water to create an even larger disk than the one they had used as an elevator. Mokka then dumped the water on the floor and swirled it around to wash away as much of the dirt and debris as possible.

The technique proved remarkably effective. Once she’d finished, Sariss looked down at the mural in its entirety…and felt her stomach knot. The painting did indeed depict a green dragon, and a huge one at that. Its tail and body were coiled around a much larger symbol painted in contrasting red. If Sariss didn’t know any better, she would have assumed it was meant to depict the Dragon Goddess Lahara in all her emerald glory.

But Sariss did know better. The blood-red sign behind the dragon had absolutely nothing to do with Lahara or her children. In fact, it was the complete opposite—the familiar crescent teardrop was identical to the one branded on Talona’s belly. It wasn’t the symbol of a dragon…

It was the symbol of Illisaya the Eternal Lady.

Sariss knelt over the wet floor, her hand hovering above the ancient red paint but unwilling to touch it. She could feel the faintest spark of ancient magic within the stone, likely an enchantment meant to preserve the mural, but its power had slowly ebbed away with time.

“What’s the matter?” Borkesh asked.

“This…this doesn’t make any sense,” she rasped.

“You mean why would someone waste their time painting the floor when it’s going to get boot prints all over it? I agree, but you elves build all kinds of things that don’t make sense.”

“That isn’t what she meant,” Mokka said, eyeing the mural intently. “Why would a temple of the banished gods have a dragon with one of their holy symbols?”

Sariss looked up at the chieftess. Mokka obviously knew enough about Avetharri religion to understand why this was so bizarre. The dragon statue had been strange, but this…this defied explanation.

“Maybe someone wanted to piss off the priests,” Borkesh suggested. “Or maybe they painted this later, after the temple was abandoned. You have to admit, it’s held up pretty damn well.”

“It was protected by an enchantment,” Sariss said. “The mural could easily be as old as the temple.”

She studied the mural for a few more minutes as she tried to interpret the meaning. But there was nothing else here to provide context, and she started to wonder if Borkesh may have been right. Perhaps this had been inscribed on the floor at a different time.

“Show me the Vaz Gorati ward,” she said.

Nodding, Mokka led them out of the chamber and into another corridor. It was much shorter than the last, only thirty or forty feet, and it ended at a closed stone door. Other than the fact it hadn’t crumbled with age or been breached by force, the door didn’t look at all out of place among the ruins. But once Sariss drew close, she could feel the energies of the Vaz Gorati barrier coursing through the stone. The seal was quite strong, much stronger than a single priestess could have created on her own. In fact, the only stronger ward she knew of was the one protecting the arcane vault in Tel Kithas, and that one had allegedly taken multiple dragons and a dozen priestesses to create.

“I tried to open it many times,” Mokka said. “But there seemed to be no way to unravel the magic. I assume that your blood witch sisters planned to return someday.”

“Perhaps,” Sariss murmured, still wondering why she had never been told about this seal or these ruins. There were plenty of banal explanations for such an oversight…but there were just as many that seemed scandalous.

“Can you open it?” Borkesh asked.

“I believe so,” Sariss said.

Taking a deep breath to collect herself, she retrieved the slender dagger from her belt. A quick slice across her hand left a trail of blood in her palm, which drew a surprised gasp from Borkesh. Gritting her teeth against the pain, Sariss pressed her palm against the door and used the channeling technique she had been taught years earlier.

She needed to understand the seal before she could open it, since it could be keyed in all sorts of ways. Some needed a specific person, while others needed a specific race. Many required the blood of a dragon. She had assumed that would be the case here, and she was reasonably confident she could use the power stored in her brand as the key. Alamir’s draconic seed was literally tattooed into her flesh.

But no, this ward didn’t require the blood of a dragon, only knowledge of Vaz Gorati blood magic.

“Is it working?” Borkesh asked.

“Not yet,” Sariss said, frowning.

He groaned. “You need Raz’s blood to open it, don’t you? I knew he was being lazy by not coming all the way up here. Was it really so important for him to return to the capital today?”

“I don’t need him, actually. Give me a moment.”

Her cut hand continued to throb as her blood seeped over the stone. The more she thought about it, the more it made sense. To create a seal with dragon blood, one needed a dragon nearby when it was created. Dormant vials of blood or even brands like hers could be used as keys, but they weren’t fresh or strong enough to build a lock. And since her Vaz Gorati sisters had found this a few years ago, they likely wouldn’t have had a dragon with them unless they’d dragged Krynn over here, which Mokka and the orcs would have noticed.

Perhaps it had simply been a matter of convenience. Or perhaps not. But there was a side effect of a blood seal created without the aid of a dragon—namely, that no dragon would be able to open it on his own. The Vaz Gorati served the bloodlines, but they didn’t share the sisterhood’s channeling secrets with anyone outside the order.

They have lied to you, Talona’s words popped into her head. Your sisters have done our bidding.

Hissing softly, Sariss channeled more power into the lock. It took her longer than she would have liked to remember the exact patterns to undo such a seal, and she could feel the gnawing bite of the Flensing nipping at her arms as she held onto the power of the Aether too long. But then, just when she was starting to feel light-headed, the door rumbled then gradually sank into the floor. A rush of stale air howled out from the chamber on the other side.

“Sadrak!” Mokka exclaimed in delight. “Perhaps this wasn’t a waste of time after all.”

“Don’t curse it,” Borkesh said, stepping up to the now-open door. “For all we know, the blood witches just wanted to hide a bauble or two.”

Sariss stumbled and fell to a knee. Looking down at her hand, now sheeted in red, she realized she had bled much more than she’d intended.

“Hold still,” Mokka said, kneeling next to her. The chieftess’s hands flashed with soft blue light, and she plucked more vapor from the air. Water formed around Sariss’s hand as if she had dipped it into a tub, but it didn’t sting. On the contrary, it was one of the most soothing sensations she had ever experienced. Sariss released a sigh as the throbbing ache from the cut faded.

After a few seconds, her head had already started to clear, and the knife wound had closed over without the slightest scar. Her blood magic could have achieved the same ends, though not with her so close to triggering the backlash of the Flensing.

“Careful, priestess,” Mokka said, taking Sariss’s arm and helping her up. “It would be a shame if you passed out before you had a chance to look around.”

Mokka offered a faint smile. The expression clashed with the tusks and red warpaint, but it was still pleasant enough.

“Thank you,” Sariss said, experimentally touching her hand. There was no pain at all.

They made their way through the door, torches out and at the ready. The hexagonal design was identical to the previous chamber, but thrice the size and far better preserved. Sariss held her breath as their torches chased away the shadows ahead. A small part of her didn’t want to know what mysteries could have warranted not only a blood seal, but the secrecy that surrounded it.

“Hmm,” Borkesh mused as he studied the chamber with his red eyes that weren’t as reliant on light as hers. “Doesn’t look like anything’s broken. Other than the dust, it could almost be new.”

Sariss nodded as their torches illuminated the alcoves. Unlike outside, where the display plinths and statues had been shattered, here they were in flawless condition—and much, much larger. Every alcove contained a statue of a dragon, each in a different pose but all looking upon the exact center of the chamber. And when Sarris followed their gaze, she saw a different mural than the one drawn outside. This one depicted six dragons on a fiery battlefield, three on each side.

“What is this?” Sariss breathed as she gradually drifted forward across the mural.

“Your Dragon Gods fighting for supremacy?” Mokka asked.

Sariss pursed her lips. Every temple in the Empire was filled with artwork of all kinds featuring the Dragon Goddess Lahara, her consort Solterys, and their five children. Could these be the same dragons? If so, most of the depictions were unlike anything she had ever seen. The only one that was even close was Lahara and her green scales.

“I suppose it’s possible,” Sariss said. “Perhaps someone created this after the Old Gods were banished and Solterys sealed them within the Pale. But that wouldn’t explain why it’s so deep inside a temple of the Old Gods.”

“There’s nothing more humiliating than squatting in your enemy’s house,” Borkesh said. “Especially if you fucked their wife first.”

She turned and glared at him.

“Metaphorically,” he added hastily. “Your people did wipe out their followers and banish them into the Pale. Might as well defile their temples, too.”

“That wouldn’t explain why the blood witches would hide this place,” Mokka pointed out. “If anything, you’d think they would wish to celebrate their triumph.”

“Something is very wrong,” Sariss whispered, an uncomfortable tingle prickling the back of her neck as she stepped over to one of the stone dragons. She noticed a placard at the base of the statue, though it was smooth and empty. Whoever had chiseled the stone must have run out of time to create a proper inscription, though that seemed odd considering the incredible detail of the murals and statues. The creators had clearly been master artisans.

As she brought her hand close to the statue, she felt a faint ripple in the Aetheric currents, as if the ancient stone were somehow reacting to her presence. She didn’t sense any lingering enchantments like she had with the mural, however, so she didn’t know where the magic was coming from.

When the light cast by her torch passed by, she noticed a flicker of silver in the otherwise gray stone, like sunlight glinting off a dragon’s scales. Frowning, she went near the other statues, and each time there was a different splash of color, all corresponding to one of the dragons in the mural.

And that wasn’t the only thing the light revealed. The placards beneath the statues also rippled as her hand drew close, revealing faintly-glowing Avetharri script on the formerly blank slates.

Perhaps the artisans hadn’t run out of time after all…

“That is your people’s script, is it not?” Mokka asked, leaning next to her.

“It is,” Sariss said, bringing the light of her torch over to her statue as she studied the placard. “Shalassa the Silver, Maiden of the Moon, whose light reveals truth and forever shields us from shadow. May her compassion save those consumed by her dark sister’s ambition.”

The uncomfortable tingle on the back of her neck became a full-blown chill. This made even less sense than the mural outside the chamber. Shalassa the Shadowblade was one of the Old Gods, a patron of darkness, lies, and murder. She had nothing to do with light…and she obviously wasn’t a dragon. It sounded more like a description of Aluthil, the Dragon Disciple of the Moon.

Borkesh and Mokka said something, but Sariss was no longer listening. Her pulse quickened as she moved to another statue, this one shimmering gold in her light.

“Escar the Gold,” she read, “the Unbreakable Guardian, creator and warden of the Veil. May his mercy forever be a bulwark against the cruelty of the Dread Wyrm.”

“What in the bloody void is any of that supposed to mean?” Borkesh asked.

“I don’t know,” Sariss whispered, feeling light-headed again. The next statue was green like the mural outside. “Illisaya the Green, the Eternal Lady, mother and healer. May her creations never succumb to the corrupting touch of her misbegotten brother.”

“This statue looks almost identical to your Dragon Goddess, does it not?” Mokka asked. “I have seen this likeness on many temples.”

Sariss swallowed, unable to answer. She moved to the three statues on the other side of the room. The inscriptions were written in the same form.

“Abalor the Blue, lord of time and death, whose jealousy poisoned the Aether. May his soul never find the peaceful rest he denied countless others.”

“Zelioth the Black,” Mokka added as she examined the other statue. “The lady of conquest and lust, whose ambition would plunge the world into darkness. May her soul forever burn in her sister’s radiant light.”

Sariss looked at the black dragon statue, the one member of the Old Gods still worshiped to this day, though only by the drow. But all the others seemed like near copies of Lahara’s children…

The final statue glimmered a malevolent red, and it seemed to be glaring across the room directly at the statue of Illisaya. Sariss swallowed heavily as she stopped in front of it.

“Dathiel the Red,” she said, “harbinger of hatred and judgment, whose ravenous thirst for vengeance consumed the world. May the Dread Wyrm’s bones forever rot beneath the mortals he so despises.”

“Hard to believe this is all the witches were protecting,” Borkesh commented. “A mural and a few statues with inscriptions. Why would they care?”

They have lied to you. Your sisters have done our bidding.

Sariss was finding it difficult to stand and even more difficult to breathe.

“Because according to this,” Mokka said, “the dragon gods they worship and the fallen gods they revile are the same creatures.”

“How is that possible?” he asked.

“It isn’t,” Sariss breathed. “There must…there must be another explanation.”

“There appear to be other chambers,” Mokka said, gesturing to the corners of the room. “Perhaps there is more to this?”

Sariss tried to swallow again, but her throat was so parched it was like she was choking on dust. Yes, there must be more to this. There must be an explanation that brought it all together. Because if not, it didn’t just mean that the Vaz Gorati had been lying.

It meant that Talona and the Godsworn may have been telling the truth.


7
Revelations


Weeks ago, when Tyris and I had been here in the Vorskai encampment after my first confrontation with Krynn, I had searched the ruined Temple of the Six Gods for any signs that Lathriel might have visited it recently. I’d been overwhelmed by the memories of our coupling here…and the knowledge that I had then disappeared after promising to give her my brand.

Today, I didn’t have to worry about swimming in those memories again, because the temple had been completely annihilated.

“The dragon flew to the tower first,” the Mosh’Dalar said, raising a hand to block out the midday sun and shield his scarred, weather-beaten face. “We do not know why, but all moshalim felt a ripple in the currents of the Aether. It vanished when the tower fell, as if the last of the structure’s life had been consumed.”

I looked over the pile of rubble. I was starting to get used to showing up after this great wyrm had annihilated everything in its path. And I hated it.

But at least Dathiel hadn’t destroyed the Vorskai themselves. Tyris’s people had emerged from their many underground tunnels after our battle with the great wyrm, and they confirmed that they had only lost a few warriors in the attack. Still a tragedy, to be sure, but it was hard not to think of it as a blessing considering how much worse it could have been under the circumstances.

“The last time I was here with Tyris, one of the statues seemed to have been repaired,” I murmured. “Specifically, the one representing Dathiel. Perhaps there was some power left inside it after all?”

“The Moshai conceals many mysteries,” the Mosh’Dalar said. “And contains the essence of the Gods-that-Were.”

I snorted softly. It wasn’t exactly the most useful answer, but it did fit what Tyris had told me about the humans and their religion. They didn’t worship the Old Gods as they were, but the form they had allegedly become—namely, the Aether.

“I apologize for not getting here sooner,” I said. “I might have been able to prevent the worst of this.”

“You arrived exactly when you needed to,” the other man said. “You are the Fakash Tal’Shira, and you defeated the God-that-Was.”

I pursed my lips and glanced back over my shoulder to where the rest of the tribe was sorting through their destroyed camp. A futile exercise, in my opinion, though that didn’t seem to stop them.They may not have lost many lives, but they had certainly lost plenty of supplies and equipment. I was more thankful than ever that they had learned how to grow food in the tunnels below ground. The lessons they had learned to survive the wrath of my people had now saved them against the Godsworn as well.

“It certainly doesn’t feel like much of a victory,” I said. “More like a stalemate at best.”

The Mosh’Dalar turned his gaze east toward the mountain peaks. “You have seen the face of your enemy, and you now know how to defeat him.”

“I wouldn’t say that, either. We got lucky. If not for her blade, he would have killed us.”

“But the blade is still yours. And the God-that-Was fears it.”

“I wish I understood why.”

I shifted my gaze across the camp until I found Tyris. She was speaking with the Vorskai skinners and tanners perhaps a hundred feet away from us. Miraculously, she hadn’t suffered any serious injuries in the attack aside from a few scrapes, and Sabon Nyr was once again on her back where it belonged. The leatherworkers were in the process of fitting her for some new armor, but plenty of other people in the tribe kept coming by to speak with her. Despite the fact she hadn’t been gone long, they had clearly missed her. And quite a few of the women in particular had approached to touch her brand and bless our union.

“The antiquarians only have one story about the blade,” I said. “They say it was used by Raythe Vermillion to fend off Godsworn assassins after he’d been poisoned by a vatari dagger and couldn’t transform into a dragon. I’ve never read anything suggesting that the weapon was special beyond that, but Tyris did show me how it was attuned to her family’s blood. I’m not quite sure why it also worked for me…or why it was able to harm Dathiel when nothing else could. But it’s hardly the first time a legend only told part of the story.”

“The blade has always contained great potential,” the Mosh’Dalar said. “And you are the Fakash Tal’Shira.”

I wanted to snarl in frustration. I had enjoyed my time here with the Vorskai learning about their culture and their people, but I could definitely do without the dragon messiah worship. It made them willing to accept practically anything without question.

From a young age, I had grown accustomed to special treatment, from courtiers and supplicants to the scions of House Teviss. I had been the dragon prince who would preserve the Sorokar bloodline for another generation and give the drow the influence and respect they had been denied elsewhere in the Empire.

As Rasmus the Slayer, I had grown to hate sycophants. Being the Sorekûl Drakath had been useful because it allowed Borkesh and I to get work, but I found hero worship—and the cults of personality they inevitably created—immensely destructive. I had seen it play out plenty of times in the Droughtlands and the Reach, often among charismatic warlords like Mogra Karn who promised one thing and delivered another.

But the Mosh’Dalar fully believed what he said, and I had a feeling I was going to need that ironclad certainty in the days ahead.

“Well, I will have the artificers in Tel Kithas take a look and see if they can learn anything,” I said into the pause. “If they can figure out why the blade was so effective, perhaps they can make more.”

“Perhaps,” the Mosh’Dalar replied, though he didn’t sound confident.

I sighed heavily as I cast my gaze east, wondering what Dathiel was up to…and praying he hadn’t returned to Tel Kithas. With luck, he would need to lick his wounds for a few days. We needed time to figure out what in the bloody void was going on…and what we could to stop a reborn god.

If he really was a reborn god…

“Regardless, this fight is far from over,” I said. “Whatever Dathiel wants in Selod Maril, we can’t let him have it. And I’m going to need help to stop him. Can I count on your people’s aid?”

“You are the Fakash Tal’Shira,” the Mosh’Dalar said plainly. “Through your blood and will, the Voskai shall be reborn.”

I suppressed a groan and managed to force a thin smile instead. “When this is over, your people will have the land and freedom they deserve,” I said. “You have my word on that.”

He smiled back. “So the flames have promised. So shall the dragon deliver.”
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Perhaps half an hour later, Tyris and I were flying north once again. I stopped at the Skywatch garrison in Tiralis to order their wyvern riders to pursue and observe—but not engage—the great red wyrm. Hopefully, they’d confirm he was going back to Selod Maril, as the direction he’d fled implied. I would have liked to have spent several hours speaking with the local overseer and garrison commanders as well, but that was just going to have to wait. Elyon and the rest of my war council needed to know what we were up against…and Grand Magistrix Taluun’s artificers needed to study Sabon Nyr right away.

Our initial flight from Tel Kithas to the Godsworn Rise had felt longer than it should have because we hadn’t known what to expect when we caught up to our mysterious foe. The flight in the reverse felt longer because we did.

I kept wondering if the shadow of the great wyrm would appear on the eastern horizon as we traveled, healed and ready for vengeance. But the skies remained clear the entire flight, even when the sun began its descent beneath the horizon. And when we finally soared back into Lahara’s Cradle, my city was there waiting for me.

What was left of it, anyway.

My stomach churned at the sight of the ruins from above, and yet a small part of me actually felt relieved. As horrifying as the destruction was to behold, at least it hadn’t compounded. Dathiel clearly had more than enough power to lay waste to everything in the Cradle, not merely the Seven Spires and the palace. No one could have stopped him if he had been intent on razing everything, including me.

That dark thought made me wonder why he hadn’t finished the job. Were there other weapons in Tel Kithas he feared? Had something vital drawn his attention to Selod Maril? Or was he not quite as powerful as he seemed? After all, he had absorbed energy from his statue in the ruined temple near the Vorskai camp—was that a sign of weakness, perhaps?

I had too many questions and far too few answers. But there was nothing left to do now but try to find them anyway.

I brought us down near the palace aviary where the Grand Magistrix’s sorcerers were still hard at work using their powers to repair as much of the shattered foundation as they could. They had made impressive progress in a short period of time, and I held out hope that they would be able to restore a significant portion of the building by magic alone. At some point, though, they would have to haul in fresh stone and other materials, and the city would need thousands upon thousands of laborers to begin the largest construction project in countless generations.

General Elyon came to find me immediately after we landed, and I told him everything that had happened. He was as mortified and confused as I was, and I ordered him to assemble my makeshift war council in the Spire of Sorcery. But before that could happen, he gave me what might have been the only good news of the day:

Sariss and Borkesh had just returned from Imon Hîth.

I instructed him to delay the council meeting for a few hours, then took Tyris out to the ruins of the Temple of Lahara where Sariss was apparently waiting.

It was completely dark by the time we landed. Sariss was standing near the ruins speaking with several of her fellow priestesses, while Borkesh was lurking nearby. They both looked well, particularly Borkesh. His wounds from the battle in Sethuil must have finally healed. The strange and surprising part was that he hadn’t come back alone—Mokka was there with him.

The orc sorceress looked quite a bit different from when I’d last seen her years ago as Rasmus the Slayer. Her green face and bare arms were covered in red warpaint, and she had far more bones dangling from her tribal leathers—a sign of higher station among the Crones, if I wasn’t mistaken.

The moment we landed, her red eyes shot wide in disbelief. Borkesh took her by the arm and led her over to us while Tyris dismounted.

“Guess you finally have to believe me now,” Borkesh said smugly. “I told you Raz was a dragon. Whoever would have guessed that pathetic paleskin we saved would have been so important?”

“The Crones knew he was special,” Mokka rasped as she took in my dragon form in all its glory. “It’s why we didn’t allow you to butcher and eat him.”

He snorted. “More proof that women shouldn’t be in charge of anything.”

She peeled her eyes away from me to glare at him.

“Speaking of,” Borkesh added, addressing me, “you’re looking at the new Chieftess of the Ashreavers. I convinced her to come along and speak with the new Dragon Sovereign.”

“Yet she still came despite your ‘skill’ at diplomacy,” I said, my dragon voice brimming with sarcasm. “It is good to see you again, Mokka. I only wish it were under better circumstances.”

“Yes,” the sorceress replied. “What in Kalhabek’s name happened here? We overheard the locals speaking about a dragon attack?”

“It’s a long story,” I said, turning my head as Sariss came rushing over. Before she arrived, I reached out to my dragon blood and transformed back into my normal form. Mokka breathed something in Orcish which sounded like a curse.

“My lord,” Sariss exclaimed as she practically dove into my arms. “Thank Lahara you’re safe.”

She embraced me harder than she ever had before. I could feel her slender arms trembling, and I squeezed her back and planted a kiss on the top of her head. When she finally pulled back and looked up at me, her cheeks wet with tears.

“So much destruction,” she breathed, shaking her head. “I…I can’t believe it.”

“I know,” I replied grimly, casting a glance to Tyris. “There’s a lot to talk about, even more after today. And it won’t be easy to accept.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” Borkesh muttered. “We found quite a bit in those mountain ruins. And nothing anyone here is going to like.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Like you said, it’s a long story,” the orc replied. “Is there somewhere left we can talk that isn’t rubble?”

“There is,” I said, nodding. “This way.”
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Borkesh and I had spent more time than one might think inside noble estates over the past few years, typically before and after we’d been hired by a client to deal with a particularly pesky monster or perhaps even the occasional rogue sorcerer. Some of those estates had been inside Olath Shuk, so my orc partner was perfectly familiar with drow architecture and style.

That said, he had never been invited inside such an estate as an esteemed guest before, and it was clear he intended to take advantage of every luxury while we could. The house servants set up a quiet and private place for us to chat inside one of the large sitting rooms, and the orc asked them to bring enough food and drink to provision an army. He always made the requests right in front of Mokka, too, probably in an attempt to impress her with his alleged clout.

Under different circumstances, I would have found the behavior obnoxious. But today, I had far bigger concerns than my partner’s overindulgence.

Even before seeing Sariss, I had expected it would take a while to explain everything that had happened in the few days we’d been apart. What I hadn’t expected was that she would return with a tale of her own that might have been more shocking than a giant dragon emerging from inside the palace vault and laying waste to the city.

But here we were.

“It’s…unthinkable,” I managed part of the way through her explanation. “How could our gods and the Sarodihm gods be the same beings?”

“I…I do not know,” Sariss replied, her voice hollow. “I had just started to convince myself that everything we’d seen was a lie, but then we flew over the city…and saw this. If this great wyrm really is Dathiel…”

I ran a hand back through my white hair. Sariss was sitting next to me on the plush red divan while Tyris stood next to us. Borkesh, for his part, was lounging on the opposite divan with Mokka, his boots propped up on the table between us. The fact that Sariss hadn’t scolded him was a testament to how overwhelmed she was by everything we’d told her…and everything she had learned in this Godsworn temple.

“Other inscriptions in the temple spoke of a great schism between the dragons,” Sariss said. “One faction was led by Illisaya the Eternal, the other by the Dread Wyrm Dathiel. The first wished to allow mortals to wield the power of dragon blood, while the other believed that doing so would destroy the world. But there was little else…just old symbols and statues in the dust.”

I slowly shook my head. “I’m still trying to make sense of everything.”

“Don’t bother,” Borkesh replied as he popped another piece of dried fruit into his mouth from the lacquered bowl resting in his lap. “No religion makes sense if you stop and think about it. You understood that fine when you were still Raz. What happened?”

I gave him a sour look. “You’re not being helpful.”

“Am I ever?”

“On rare occasions.”

“Well, then consider this my contribution,” the orc said, leaning forward. “Don’t overthink this shit. A giant dragon just burst out of your palace and destroyed half your city, then kicked your ass in the mountains. You didn’t die. Now you’ve gotta find this bastard and kill him. Who cares about a bunch of statues and murals in an old temple?”

Sariss’s jaw hardened. “I already explained this to you—the entire Empire is based on the idea that Lahara and her children rose up against the tyranny of the Old Gods. Solterys created the Veil, and the Dragon Goddess and their children merged with the Aether so that their power could endure within the Avetharri from that point forward. We are the stewards of their legacy.”

“Yes, I heard you the first fourteen times when we were inside the ruins,” Borkesh grumbled. “Mokka and I agreed that it was interesting, but that was before we flew back here and saw the city burned to the ground. It’s time to forget mythology and focus on reality.”

“In this case, they may be one and the same,” I said. “The entire premise of the Sarodihm is that mortals stole power from the rightful gods, and that it must be given back to create a ‘just’ world based on faith rather than bloodlines. Dathiel more or less said the same, and I told you how he was able to take the Aether away from us.”

“So the great wyrm is a god,” Tyris whispered, her arms crossed and her face scrunched in thought. “Zor Kalah…”

“A god that was apparently stored in the palace vault,” I said. “But how? Why?”

“‘May the Dread Wyrm’s bones forever rot beneath the mortals he so despises,’” Sariss said mechanically. “It was inscribed upon his statue. According to the other writings we discovered elsewhere in the temple, the gods could not be destroyed, only weakened. Their bodies were cleaved from their souls. The latter were trapped within the Pale, while the former were buried beneath the earth. Though I do not understand why…or how Dathiel was able to escape.”

I leaned forward, mind racing. “Miniel told us that she believed Krynn’s body was possessed by a demon before he entered. What if it was more than that?”

“You…you think his body was possessed by Dathiel?” Sariss asked. “How would that be possible?”

“I have no idea,” I admitted. “But the Sarodihm have demonstrated an ability to travel through the Pale, and Lath spoke of the mirror that gave them power. Maybe it’s connected somehow?”

“We did find a room the Godsworn had clearly raided for goodies,” Borkesh said. “Not much explaining what was in there specifically, but based on the markings and dust on the floor, they definitely moved something out of there. Probably multiple somethings.”

“Like the Fenathan,” I said, wishing that Lathriel were here. Part of the reason she had returned to Nost Darah was to see what the Sarodihm might have left behind. She really should have been back by now…

Borkesh flicked his green hand. “Then again, I still say you’re overthinking all this shit. Just because something is written on a floor or the base of a statue doesn’t make it true. Maybe the Godsworn set all this up to fuck with you.”

“If it wasn’t important, the Vaz Gorati would not have erected a blood seal to hide it,” Sariss said. “And kept its location secret.”

I gave her arm a comforting squeeze. “I saw you talking with some of the other priestesses. Did they have anything to say?”

“They claimed not to know anything about the barrier. I told them to fetch Blood Mother Kethenya—I will need to have a word with her at once.”

“You should also talk to Miniel,” I whispered. “See if she knew anything about it. Because if she didn’t…”

“Then they were concealing it from the Dragon Priestesses,” Sariss finished. “First me, then her. That is intolerable. There must be a reckoning!”

“There’s going to be, believe me,” I said. “But we’ll have to worry about judgment and punishment later. What matters right now is figuring out what to do with this information. If we really did fight Dathiel, and if the Old Gods really were dragons…well, it would at least explain some of what has happened. His size, his power, what he said about the highborn and the Aether and everything else.”

“And we must still figure out a way to defeat him,” Tyris added pointedly. “Without Sabon Nyr, we would not have survived.”

I eyed the sword on her back. “Taluun’s artificers will examine it soon.”

“But only if I am present,” she said.

I smiled tightly. One could never blame a warrior for being protective of her weapons. My own blades were nowhere near as unique or special as hers, but I’d always insisted on watching blacksmiths clean and sharpen them out of principle.

“The Skywatch can keep an eye on Dathiel and track his movements, but we still need to figure out why he’s there. I don’t suppose you have any theories from your time at the temple?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Does seem strange,” Borkesh commented. “What use would a god have for vatari crystals?”

“Without the crystals, there’s no artifice,” Sariss told him. “And without artifice, there’s no Empire.”

I shook my head. “With the power Dathiel possesses, he doesn’t need to attack the Empire by destroying our economy. He could be laying waste to Tir Fallas or Tir Lanathel or even Lomir Drakath right now. If Sabon Nyr is truly the only weapon that can harm him, he could overthrow the Empire in a matter of days.”

“Well, he must need something,” Borkesh said. “Maybe he’s trying to convert the soldiers in the crater into his personal followers. That is what gods want, right? Worshipers?”

“I suppose that’s possible,” I admitted. “I just don’t know why that would be his priority. Why not simply attack Lomir Drakath and get it over with?”

I sighed in frustration, and my thoughts went back to the destroyed temple in the Godsworn Rise. If Dathiel needed the power from that structure, it might suggest a vulnerability…the trouble is, we had no chance of exploiting it without knowing more.

“Sariss and I need to meet with the war council,” I said, bringing myself to my feet. “I need to get everyone organized and searching for answers.”

“And then what?” Borkesh asked.

“Then,” I said, “we pray we can figure out how to kill a Dragon God.”


Interlude
Talona


The vatari crystals were dull and dormant as Talona slowly walked through the mine shaft, just shards of color in the rough stone walls. But the moment she touched them—or, more precisely, the moment she allowed them to feed upon the Aetheric energy crackling at her fingertips—a cascade of soft blue light rippled through the tunnel like thousands of fireflies sparking in unison.

She couldn’t help but smile as she watched the light show slowly fade. Even in its raw, unprocessed form, vatari was the most incredible substance she had ever seen. It wasn’t truly a mineral, nor was it at all natural. In many ways, it was a conduit to the ancient world when the gods still reigned supreme. Yet as with so many things, the highborn had tainted and corrupted it with magic they should not possess.

“How much longer?” she asked, turning to face the tall man in the hooded white robe behind her.

“The overseers can’t seem to give us an answer,” the Ravener replied through the opaque mask covering his face.

“Then I suggest you get back to motivating them. The Dread Wyrm’s patience wanes.”

Even though Talona couldn’t see the man’s expression, she had no doubt that he was scowling at her behind his mask. The Raveners obeyed her out of necessity, but that didn’t mean they liked her. On the contrary, they probably thought she was a fool for aiding their master. Their patrons had been mortal enemies, after all, and Dathiel’s bones never would have been left to rot beneath “Lahara’s Cradle” if Illisaya hadn’t willed it to be so.

“The orc slaves are easier to motivate than the human ones,” the Ravener said. “But we’ve doubled their progress nevertheless. I can’t imagine it will take more than a week to finish. If we’re fortunate, it might be half that.”

“I hope you’re right,” Talona said. “Now return to your duties.”

“Of course, Priestess.”

Even now, after all these years of planning and preparation, she still despised the Dread Wyrm’s faithful. They were blunt instruments, prone to a heavy hand when a light touch would suffice. The Godsworn had endured for millennia by being careful and patient, not reckless, and the return of their master had only made them more arrogant and zealous.

Not unlike the Dread Wyrm himself.

With a grimace, Talona touched another crystal and watched the ripples of light cascade through the dark tunnels again. This was the closest she would ever get to hearing the Eternal Lady’s voice, and she couldn’t deny that simple jealousy played a part of her distaste for the Raveners. Ever since they had discovered the Fenathan in Imon Hîth, Dathiel’s servants had been able to commune with their god directly. Meanwhile, Talona and her followers had to rely purely on their own judgement to discern Illisaya’s will.

“I am sorry,” she whispered into the darkness. “I wish there were another way.”

The power brimming inside her stirred, and she traced her fingernail along the crescent teardrop symbol on her stomach. The Eternal Lady’s power was literally seared into her flesh, but she still couldn’t hear her patron’s voice. It was too weak, too faint…

She had hoped that coming here to Selod Maril, the goddess’s final resting place, would make Illisays’s voice clear enough to understand. But it hadn’t happened yet, even with her crystallized blood surrounding them. Perhaps Dathiel was right—perhaps his former nemesis was truly dead, and all that remained were the embers of her power.

They would know the truth soon enough.

Talona’s tattoo glowed a faint red at her touch, unlike the vatari in the walls. The Vaz Gorati had stolen and corrupted this tradition along with so many others. A symbol once granted as a blessing to women seeking to give birth had been perverted into a seal of ownership, all so the wretched witches could control the bloodlines and the Empire that relied upon them.

It felt like two lifetimes since the Eternal Sisters had granted her this rare gift, a marking created with such pure vatari that it connected her to the last remaining spark of Illisaya’s power. Only a few such blessings could be granted at any one time, yet the priestesses had been willing to entrust Talona, a broken and discarded concubine, with this sacred power and the responsibility it endowed.

And she wasn’t about to fail them. Not now, not when they were on the cusp of victory…

Talona continued her tour of the mines. Most of the shafts were empty now, since all the laborers had been moved to a single pit in the heart of the crater. The Raveners would work the slaves to death given the choice, and while Talona understood the importance of completing the excavation as quickly as possible, she still saw fit to remind her people that these dustborn weren’t their enemies. Soon enough, they might be their fellow congregants. After living impotent lives in squalor, few would be able to resist the promise of wealth and power in exchange for faith…but only if they believed that faith would be rewarded.

That was why she found these tours so important. She was the kiss to the Raveners’ curse, providing healing and kind words to those who needed them. None of the workers understood precisely what they were searching for, but she promised them that their discovery would usher in a new age of prosperity and freedom, one where Talona could grant them the same wondrous powers she wielded now.

One where she was not merely a priestess of Illisaya, but her mortal Conduit.

Hours later, after she finished her daily rounds, Talona made her way out of the mines and back to the exterior fortress of Selod Maril. Sovereign Mandar had dramatically increased the defenses here, both in terms of stronger fortifications and a much larger army. Slave soldiers, house soldiers, mercenaries…the keep could withstand an assault from practically anything, even dragons. And that was before it had come under the protection of a god.

The massive courtyard had once been quite spacious, but it was now a vast military encampment filled to the brim with tents and supplies in between watchtowers, siege weapons, and other secondary fortifications. The one exception was the “dragon’s roost” in the exact center where the Dread Wyrm had landed before assuming control. He had encountered precious little resistance. The few House soldiers who had tried had been summarily stripped of their flesh and crushed beneath his talons.

Talona was just about to return to her own tent when the soldiers on the battlements called out a warning, then sounded their horns. She frowned and looked up into the darkening sky, wondering if the Sorokar scion had decided to launch a suicidal attack after all. But then she saw a great black blot approaching in the sky, one far too large to be a mere pretender dragon.

“Your servants have failed me, mortal. Again.”

She gasped and turned and the flicker of movement beside her. A translucent image of a tall, robe male figure appeared next to her, a pair of glowing golden eyes the only thing visible beneath his hood.

“Come to me,” Dathiel demanded. “Now.”

The image vanished, and Talona clenched her teeth as the black blot in the sky drew close enough she could finally discern its red scales. The men on the battlements let out a cheer at their new master’s return, though the act was clearly born out of fear rather than reverence. Dathiel didn’t land in the courtyard atop his roost, however; he continued past overhead toward the northern defense tower.

Talona had no idea what could have possibly enraged him so—the human barbarians in the Rise couldn’t have stopped him from siphoning the ancient temple. Yet as she watched him fly, she could tell there was something wrong…

After ascending to the curved wall protecting the fortress, she called for a wyvern and promptly flew to the northern tower. She found the Dread Wyrm perched on the mountain rather than the tower itself, since it couldn’t possibly bear his immense weight. But he hadn’t come here to loom over his men or to look out at the dry, desolate lands to the north.

He had come here because he was injured, and he didn’t want any of his Raveners to behold his weakness.

Talona landed her wyvern on the mountaintop nearby, then dismounted and approached over the jagged, uneven terrain. The peaks here were effectively unclimbable, and it was difficult to get close to him.

But once she did, she immediately saw the problem. The Dread Wyrm had suffered two brutal wounds to his foreleg—wounds that were not closing.

“They have the Wraithblade,” Dathiel snarled, his glowing golden eyes locking onto her.

Talona froze. “What?

“Escar’s blade! They have it, disguised as a Vermillion sword.”

“But that’s…that’s impossible,” she replied. “How could—”

“Your followers had the chance to retrieve it, but they failed,” Dathiel snapped. “How?”

“I do not know, my lord,” Talona said, her brow furrowing as she crept closer to his gargantuan body. The slashes in his scales were still fresh, and the ground sizzled every time a drop of his blood touched the earth. “Even the members of House Vermillion secretly believed Sabon Nyr was a replica—that the original blade had been lost millennia ago.”

“Then they were liars or fools. The weapon endures…and the human girl carries it.”

Talona hissed softly. When House Mandar had assassinated the last Vermillion scion, his pregnant concubine—the girl the Godsworn had successfully framed as the assassin—had been taken in and protected by the Vorskai humans. The Mandar operatives hadn’t been able to retrieve Lord Tirathon’s blade before Valion Sorokar’s wrath descended upon the Vorskai, but it hadn’t seemed important compared to what they had gained. Namely, the corpse of a dragon whose blood could be infused into a more…cooperative family.

Had her people been wrong? Had the Wraithblade, the godslayer sword forged from Escar’s divine blood, truly endured through the ages?

“One sword cannot stop you, my lord,” Talona said as she touched his red scales. “Not before we unearth the Godsoul.”

The Dread Wyrm snarled again, and the malefic glint in his eye turned almost feral. Talona could sense that he had absorbed the faint spark of divine energy left behind in the Godsworn Rise…but she could tell that it hadn’t helped to stabilize him as much as he had hoped.

His power was decaying, slowly but inevitably, like sand passing through a sieve.

“How much longer?” he asked.

“A week at most,” Talona told him. “Not enough for the Empire to respond. Once I have the Godsoul, I can complete your restoration. We could slaughter every dragon at Anar Dol and their wretched Empire with them.”

Reaching out to the Aether, she channeled her healing magic into his wounds, but it took everything she had just to stop the bleeding. The Flensing bit into her, sending ripples of agony through her limbs before she finally had to pause and release her hold on the Aether. Once she absorbed Illisaya’s Godsoul, she would no longer have to worry about such limitations. But for now, there was only so much she could do.

“The Sorokar scion will return to Tel Kithas,” the Dread Wyrm said. “He is more formidable than the others—he will not wait forever to strike.”

“He has no army, my lord, nor any ability to raise one in time,” Talona replied. “Once you are restored, we can slaughter him and take the blade from his corpse. Your brother’s failure will be complete. His prison could not hold you, and his blade could not slay you.”

Dathiel’s golden eyes pivoted north. “Redouble your efforts,” he demanded as he stretched out his mighty wings again. “I will ensure that our enemies have no forces to draw upon.”

The Dread Wyrm launched himself into the air, and the buffeting winds were so strong they nearly blew Talona off the mountain. She watched him soar east, his red scales glinting in the fading sunlight, and wished once again that Illisaya could somehow speak to her and tell her that she was on the right path.

Or that she was making a catastrophic mistake.


8
Stratagems


I wasn’t the least bit surprised by how difficult it was for my makeshift war council to accept any one piece of the cataclysmic news I delivered to them, let alone the sum total. Nor was I surprised that Matron Mother Malarel—and to a lesser extent, General Elyon—were the only ones capable of adapting to the new reality in a reasonable amount of time.

“Preposterous,” Grand Magistrix Taluun said, shaking her head. “Absolutely preposterous.”

“And yet so much of it explains what has happened,” Elyon replied. “The vault, the attack, the sword…”

Everyone at the table looked equal parts lost and frightened, which had been true practically from the moment we’d all sat down. Taluun’s people had finally cleared out the audience hall in the Spire of Sorcery, which provided a more formal setting for meetings than standing on top of the tower. At times, the blue onyx walls made it feel as if we were inside an aquarium, especially when the runes inscribed upon them shimmered with Aetheric energy almost like rippling waves.

The ovoid marble table we were seated at was designed to host the Grand Magistrix and her conclave of magisters on the rare occasions they all met to discuss matters of magic in Abethaal. I had taken up a position across from Taluun, with Sariss and Elyon at my sides. Tyris had insisted upon standing behind me, though she had placed Sabon Nyr at the center of the empty table where everyone could get a good look at it.

“Lord Tirathon’s sword was long believed to be a replica of the original Sabon Nyr,” Elyon added as he studied the runes on the moonsilver blade. “Just as Sabon Nyr was believed to be a replica of the first enchanted blade created by Solterys in his forge in Anar Dol.”

“There are other translations, but most refer to it as the ‘Wraithblade,’” Taluun added, “the first of many such blades that would be created to battle the Old Gods. Once they were sufficiently weakened, Solterys created the Veil to imprison them.”

“Fables from a lost age,” Malarel said, the clawed tips of her adamantine gloves tapping the table. She hadn’t stopped staring at Taluun since Sariss laid out her discoveries. “And yet another lie espoused as truth by your antiquarians.”

Taluun glared daggers at the other woman. “You dare denigrate the integrity of my people?”

“If even half of what the First Wife has told us is true, then they have denigrated themselves,” Malarel added coolly. “And so has their leader.”

The Grand Magistrix looked like she might leap out of her seat. I was about to interject, but Sariss beat me to it.

“The antiquarians cannot be faulted for a ruin they have never studied,” she said diplomatically. “Though when there is time, I’ve no doubt the Grand Magistrix will wish to send a team to rectify this matter. They will need to catalog and copy everything they find for the official archives.”

“There is no reason to study lies, let alone to archive them,” Blood Mother Kethenya said smoothly. “And it is folly to place any faith or credence in a handful of statues buried in a ruin of unknown origin.”

Taluun nodded. “I agree. We risk getting ahead of ourselves.”

“Only because we were so far behind to begin with,” Malarel said. “If the statues are so irrelevant, then why did the Vaz Gorati feel the need to conceal them from us?”

“As I already informed you, Matron Mother,” Kethenya replied with an air of forced patience, “I was not aware of these ruins or the blood seal placed upon them. But if other Vaz Gorati sisters were involved, then obviously there needs to be an investigation. I will submit an official inquiry to Tir Lanathel immediately.”

“This goes far beyond a mere inquiry,” Sariss said, her blue eyes locked on the Blood Mother. “The Matron Mother is right. We deserve answers…and you are going to provide them.”

Kethenya’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “I appreciate your enthusiasm in this matter, as well as the initiative you showed in bringing this to our attention. But you must be patient, Sister Sariss. It is not your place to—”

“Dragon Priestess,” I interrupted.

The Blood Mother blinked. “I beg your pardon, my lord?”

“From this point forward, you will address her as Dragon Priestess,” I said, half tempted to shift into my dragon knight form just to make the point. “Sariss commands the Vaz Gorati in Abethaal, and you will show her the respect she is due.”

The tension at the table turned thicker than Orcish porridge. But the Blood Mother eventually managed a thin smile.

“I appreciate your insight, my lord,” she said carefully. “But I must remind you that you are not Dragon Sovereign yet. The Great House scions will need to meet, and there will have to be a proper coronation. Until then, protocol dictates that—”

“Protocol became meaningless the moment that monster escaped the vault,” Elyon growled. “Sovereign Mandar is dead. Tel Kithas lies in ruin. The Reach is in the middle of a civil war, and there is a Dragon God perched at Selod Maril. With all due respect, Blood Mother, there is no time to waste. Alamir Sorokar is the rightful heir to the throne.”

Kethenya’s jaw clenched. “That may have been true five years ago, but need I remind you that—”

“It is as true now as it was then,” Elyon snarled. “Alamir is the Dragon Sovereign of Abethaal. If you want to hold a fancy coronation later, we’ll all happily attend. But right now, we need a leader…and by Lahara’s blood and Solterys’s will, he is sitting here at this table right now.”

Calmly, deliberately, Elyon turned and looked me in the eye. “What are your orders, my lord?”

“First, we need to see to our defenses,” I said, barely managing to hold back a relieved smile. “With luck, the bloody nose we gave Dathiel will keep him from coming back and attacking what’s left of the city, but there’s nothing we can do to stop him from going elsewhere. I want Skywatch coverage at all times. He seems to have flown back to Selod Maril, but the moment he leaves, I want to know about it.”

“Second,” I continued, still looking at Elyon, “I need to meet with overseers and military leaders across the province. I’m hesitant to fly too far from the Cradle in case Dathiel does return, but I don’t think we have a choice. I need to secure the loyalty of our forces as quickly as possible. I’ll set out first thing in the morning.”

“We should hear from Lostrien and Sorthaal soon as well,” Elyon said. “Though I’m honestly not sure what to expect from either. Both suffered losses when they tested our defenses at the border. They may be hesitant to take action without an official order from the Council of Wyrms.”

“Which is the third point—we need a response from the Council and the Emperor. They obviously need to know everything we’ve discovered, but also that their indifference for the past five years won’t cut it any longer. I’ll put together a special missive tonight.”

I took a deep breath, then shifted my eyes to the Grand Magistrix. “Fourth, I want your artificers to begin studying this sword at once. Tell me why it’s special and figure out if there’s a way to produce more of them. Tyris will aid you however she can. It is her family’s sword, after all.”

Taluun looked at the red-haired girl behind my chair. I could see the reticence on the Grand Magistrix’s face—she probably wondered what a dustborn barbarian could possibly contribute to her investigation. But whatever she might have thought internally, she had been humbled enough recently to accept the inevitable.

“Yes, my lord,” she said. “We will do what we can. But the forges were badly damaged in the attack, and our stockpiles of vatari are low. Sovereign Mandar insisted on keeping most of it in Selod Maril.”

“Do the best you can—we still don’t understand the enemy’s plans or if there’s a timetable here.” I finally turned my gaze to Malarel. “That is where you come in, Matron Mother. You said that House Teviss might be able to sneak into Selod Maril and get us more information.”

“We can,” she replied evenly. “But it will take—”

She paused when the door to the audience hall unexpectedly opened. I turned, brow creasing in frustration. I had left very specific orders for us not to be disturbed unless it was critically important.

But then a familiar slender figure in body-hugging black leather armor stepped inside, and I felt my heart soar in my chest.

“Forgive the intrusion, my lord,” Karethys said, “but I come bearing crucial information.”

For a long moment, no one spoke. Other than Malarel and Elyon, I wondered if the others at the table even recognized my former concubine. I couldn’t blame them if they didn’t—she looked like a completely different person now, having traded her various skimpy concubine outfits for drow armor. But nothing in the world could ever make me forget that perfect gray face and those glittering violet eyes.

“Karethys,” Sariss breathed, smiling and rising out of her seat.

Karethys returned a polite smile of her own and bowed. “Dragon Priestess. It is good to see you again.”

I felt like I could have sat there frozen for hours just looking at her again, but Malarel managed to shake me out of my paralysis.

“You have news of Dragon Mother Irileth, child?” the Matron Mother asked.

“Yes,” Karethys replied. “She and a small team are en route to Selod Maril. They plan to scout the enemy, then return here in the next few days.”

“Perfect,” I breathed. It was as much a statement of how good it felt to see her again as it was a reply to her declaration.

“I believe you have your answer, my lord,” Malarel said.

“Yes,” I replied, grateful for the prompt. “Everyone knows what must be done. I expect progress reports daily. We’ll adapt our plans once we have more information.”

The rest of the council dispersed after a few more quick questions. Tyris took Sabon Nyr and accompanied Taluun, and she gave my hand a comforting squeeze as she walked out the door. A few minutes later, I was alone with Sariss and Karethys for the first time in five long years.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” I said, moving to stand beside them. “I…well, I wasn’t sure how long it would take you to get back. Or if you would come back.”

Karethys arched a black eyebrow. “I told you I would. But there was much to do…there still is.”

“Thank the goddess you are safe,” Sariss said. Now that the others were gone, she reached out and embraced the other woman. For a few heartbeats, Karethys seemed surprised by the gesture. During their brief time together in the palace, their relationship was more mistress and servant than equals. But Sariss had treated her well, and she’d concocted plans for the three of us to spend a night together before I vanished.

“I can scarcely believe what has happened,” Karethys said once Sariss pulled back, her amethyst eyes darkening. “The extent of the devastation…it’s awful.”

“Unfortunately, there’s a lot more you don’t know yet,” I replied gravely.

Her expression turned grave. “I also have a great deal to tell you. But first, you should know that your mother has been busy behind the scenes. She was on her way here when we learned about the vault from the Skywatch commander in Amallon. She decided it would be best to investigate Selod Maril while she sent me here.”

I grimaced. “You’d have thought she’d have people for that. I need to speak with her…”

“You will,” Karethys said. “But she believed this was important enough that it demanded her personal attention. And just so you know, she took Lathriel with her.”

I inhaled sharply. “Lath? How? She was supposed to be in the Reach.”

“She was—it’s where your mother found her.”

“Why in the bloody void was she there?”

“There are times when I think your mother is everywhere at once,” Karethys replied with a faint smile. “You’re aware that House Teviss had been supplying the Underborn with weapons and equipment to aid in their fight against Sovereign Mandar. Mistress Irileth wanted to ensure that they hadn’t given anything important to the Godsworn cultists.”

I pursed my lips. It made sense when I thought about it, but still I wished she would have come here first. Then again, with the Godsworn on the move, she’d probably assumed that checking on their old base was more time-sensitive.

“As I said, I have a great deal to tell you,” Karethys went on. “But I would prefer to do so somewhere else.”

I shared a look with Sariss. I had honestly thought Lathriel would get back before she and Borkesh had. At least now we knew she was safe.

“Then let’s get back to the Teviss estate,” I said. “This sounds like it’s going to take a while.”
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Our conversation did, in fact, take a while. A very long while. Given the sheer volume and insanity of everything we had learned since our brief meeting in Olath Shuk, I could have easily spent the entire night explaining everything. With that in mind, I did my best to keep to the basics, and I got to watch her go through the same phases of shock and horror everyone else on my war council had experienced. All things considered, though, she still reached acceptance faster than the rest of us had.

“Zuul’raght,” she breathed in exasperation. “Zifreinn zuul’raght!”

“That has been my general reaction, albeit with more swearing,” I replied dryly.

The two of us were back inside the sitting room in the House Teviss estate. The servants had brought us moss cakes and crayfish stew, both Olath Shuk favorites, as well as some tea. Karethys was sitting on the divan, which was more distracting than it should have been—not because of anything she had said or done, but because of how often I found myself overwhelmed by memories. The two of us had spent the vast majority of our time together in the palace, but some of her concubine training had taken place right here. She had come along with me most of the times I’d visited the estate, and I had quite literally fucked her on every piece of furniture in this room at one point or another…

“Sariss still feels like we’ve only discovered a fraction of the story,” I continued, “but if the Old Gods actually were the original dragons, I can’t even imagine what’s going to happen when the news spreads across the Empire. Most people won’t believe it, and I’ve no doubt that the Vaz Gorati will push back against it. The Council of Wyrms and the Emperor, too.”

“Yes,” Karethys whispered absently as she sipped her tea. Her violet eyes were distant with thought.

“I’m genuinely curious how many others may have already known the truth,” I said. “The fact that the Vaz Gorati tried to seal off that temple speaks volumes, though I do wonder why they didn’t simply bury the ruins instead. Maybe they thought it would draw more attention to it?”

Karethys didn’t reply right away. She had been sitting still for most of my explanation, her leather-clad legs crossed so tightly her dangling foot was curled behind her own ankle. We may have spent five years apart, but I could still read her body language as well as ever. She was anxious about something…something beyond what I had been telling her.

“Regardless, we think there’s a good chance the Sarodihm found this magic mirror—the Fenathan—inside those ruins,” I added. “Makes me wonder how they learned about it in the first place.”

“The Godsworn have been growing in power and influence for many decades now,” Karethys said after a moment. “Nearly all their recent efforts have been focused here in Abethaal. Most assumed that was due to the chaos caused by Krynn’s ascension and behavior, but no one seemed to know exactly what they were planning. Your mother and the other dragon wives in Lomir Drakath have invested considerable resources trying to figure that out.”

I frowned. “Just the wives? What about the Council of Wyrms? What about the Emperor?”

Karethys’s gaze remained distant for several moments as she finished her tea. Then, with a heavy sigh, she set her cup on the table and looked me in the eye.

“There’s something else you need to know, Alamir,” she whispered as if afraid to speak. “Something important.”

I leaned up. “Which is?”

“I…I’m not even sure where to begin,” she replied quietly. “But the Council of Wyrms is not what you think it is. And your father…well, he won’t be coming to help. Neither will any of the other Elder Dragons.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked, a creeping sense of dread forming in the pit of my stomach.

Karethys stayed silent for another few heartbeats. “I’ve become aware of secrets previously shared only with the Dragon Mothers. I am honored that Mistress Irileth has entrusted me with this knowledge, but I fear it is as much of a burden as a blessing.”

My frown deepened. What in Zelioth’s dark name was she talking about?

“Everyone believes that Lomir Drakath is run by the Elder Dragons,” she went on, “and that the Emperor and his Council meet in the center of the volcano in Anar Dol. But that’s a lie, Alamir. Lomir Drakath isn’t run by the Council—it is run by their wives. The Elder Dragons are…indisposed.”

“Indisposed?” I asked. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“The fabric of the Veil has been growing weaker and weaker over time,” Karethys said. “Eventually, the Council realized that it would collapse entirely without their power to reinforce it. That was one of the reasons for the Great Reformation—reducing each Sovereign’s term in office to a hundred years allowed them to journey to Anar Dol more quickly.”

“My father never mentioned anything about this,” I said, shaking my head.

“Because he didn’t know. Even the Sovereigns aren’t told the truth until they ‘retire’ to Lomir Drakath. It’s also why they almost never return home afterward—both to keep the secret, and because their power is needed to reinforce the Veil.”

I hissed softly through my teeth. In noble circles, it was a commonly held belief that the Elder Dragons were too isolated from the daily affairs of the Empire. At times, it felt as if the Council didn’t do much of anything at all—the provinces of the Empire were all but left to govern themselves.

“There’s more,” Karethys said. “At first, the Reformation ensured that there were enough dragons to keep the task simple—each Elder Dragon only needed to contribute a fraction of his power to the effort. But things are different now. The Drought has thinned the blood so dramatically that there are barely enough of them left to keep the Veil intact. To hold the line, the Elder Dragons must fully commit themselves to the effort. They don’t have time for anything else. They’re barely cognizant of the outside world.”

“That’s…” I trailed off when my voice failed. “How is that possible? Are you telling me that my father is a power source? Like a charged vatari crystal being siphoned of energy?”

“Not just him, but many others. Alamir, there hasn’t been a true Council of Wyrms in a thousand years, and the last Emperor died long before your father was born. For all practical purposes, there is no emperor or council. The Onyx Throne at Anar Dol…it’s empty.”

My mouth went dry. Painfull, bitterly dry. Somehow, this was even more shocking than what Sariss had told me about the Dragon Gods. But then, Karethys was describing my family, not an abstraction…

“That can’t be,” I managed. “Surely someone would have learned the truth by now.”

“Plenty of people know the truth,” Karethys said. “Lomir Drakath is home to thousands of dragon wives and hundreds of dragon mothers, most of whom are never allowed to leave. The Vaz Gorati know as well—some of them, anyway, though probably not the average provincial Blood Mother like Kethenya.”

Karethys took a deep breath. “By necessity, the dragon mothers are the ones who are really in charge, Alamir. And they have been for a very long time.”

I looked deep into her violet eyes, searching for any hint of deception, praying I’d find it. The Karethys I’d known had never been a liar or a joker, but she had changed in ways I would never have anticipated. Was this some test of my sanity?

“Like I said, I’m not supposed to know any of this,” she added quietly. “I’m not a dragon mother…I’m not even a dragon wife. As you know, concubines don’t retire to Lomir Drakath, they return to their house of origin.”

Karethys faltered, then continued. “Normally, Irileth wouldn’t be allowed to leave. But circumstances have grown more desperate recently. The Veil had begun weakening at an accelerated rate, and someone needed to figure out what was going on. Your mother was convinced that Krynn had something to do with it, though she didn’t have any proof besides the fact he seemed determined to destabilize the whole Empire by cutting off the vatari trade.”

I leaned back, my mind racing to keep up. I was starting to feel light-headed, and my appetite had vanished despite the fact I’d barely touched my stew or moss cakes.

“Krynn has been blocking shipments for years,” I whispered. “I couldn’t understand why the Elder Dragons hadn’t intervened, but you’re saying they can’t.”

Karethys nodded. “Whether by accident or design, Krynn’s capture of Selod Maril forced the hand of the Council of Wives. As long as the vatari flowed unobstructed, they could keep up the charade. But without it, the fault lines in the Empire have gotten worse, and not solely here in Abethaal. For the first time in millennia, there’s been talk of civil war between the provinces…and there’s no one on the throne to stop it.”

I swore, first under my breath and then aloud. As if the return of an Old God wasn’t enough…

“I don’t know what’s going to happen, but defeating Dathiel might be the only way to stabilize the Veil,” Karethy said. “It can’t be a coincidence that things have been getting worse as the Godsworn have grown more powerful. And destroying him seems like it will also liberate Selod Maril. The vatari can flow, and maybe things can return to normal.”

“Normal?” I asked. “You just told me that the Council of Wyrms is a lie!”

“But if we can stabilize the Veil, the Elder Dragons might not need to bind themselves to it…at least, not all the time. Who knows what changes that might bring?”

Not enough, I thought darkly. I still couldn’t quite bring myself to believe that this conspiracy was real or that it could have endured undiscovered for centuries. But even if it had—even if everything Karethys had told me was true—the secret surely wouldn’t last much longer. The hourglass had flipped, and the sands were flowing.

The only question was what would happen when they ran out.

“I know it must sound like madness, especially after what Sariss discovered,” Karethys said. “It’s like the entire world has been stood on its head.”

“More than once,” I agreed, rubbing at my temples. I was going to need time—potentially a lot of time—to process this.

But that may have been the one resource we didn’t have. There was nothing preventing Dathiel from returning to raze the rest of Tel Kithas or any of the other settlements in Abethaal. Sabon Nyr couldn’t defeat a Dragon God on its own.

“Whatever may or may not be going on in Lomir Drakath, defeating Dathiel must remain our priority,” I said into the pause. “He and the Godsworn must be protecting Selod Maril for a reason.”

“If anyone can discover the truth, it’s Mistress Irileth,” Karethys said. “With luck, she and Lathriel will be back in a few days.”

“Even if they figure out what the Godsworn are doing, we would need a massive army to assault that fortress,” I said. “And if what you’re saying is right, there won’t be any help coming from Lomir Drakath. We’re on our own.”

“Krynn raised enormous armies of soldiers on the border since he went out of his way to antagonize Lostrien and Sorthaal, but those two might still be willing to help. They’re desperate for more vatari, and your father had a good relationship with both. And as for those armies…I know it’s horrible to even consider, but they’re a resource you may need to call on.”

“I’ll find out soon enough,” I murmured. “I need to fly to the border outposts tomorrow and consult with the commanders and overseers. I knew it would take time to clean up the mess after Krynn was defeated, but now…now I’m not sure there are enough pieces left to actually build anything.”

“There are,” Karethys said. “And you aren’t alone, Alamir. Elyon is still alive, and your mother is practically an army on her own. You have plenty of friends, your loyal wives…”

She paused for several heartbeats. “And me, if you’re willing to trust me.”

“Always,” I said without hesitation.

Karethys smiled, faintly at first but wider by the second. For a moment, I could almost imagine that we had stepped through a window into the past when the two of us had whiled away entire nights talking in rooms just like this. She had been so much more than my concubine. She had been my confidant, my friend…

My partner, in more ways than I had realized.

“Then let’s get to work,” she said. “We have an empire to save.”

I nodded. “And a god to kill.”


Interlude
Lathriel


Before she joined forces with the Godsworn and the Underborn, Lathriel had spent precious little time inside caves or underground. She was a child of the forest who had been adopted by the sky, and the thought of being trapped in a sunless abyss was nearly as frightening to her as crossing over into the Pale.

Suffice to say, she wasn’t thrilled when the Dragon Mother had suggested they travel through some old drow tunnels to sneak into Selod Maril, but Lathriel wisely kept her reservations to herself. Because if there was one thing she dreaded more than the eternal darkness of the Underworld, it was the thought of disappointing Irileth Sorokar.

“We need to quicken our pace,” the Dragon Mother said as they traversed yet another cramped passage filled with dagger-sharp stalactites that looked like they might fall and impale them at any moment. “It needs to be dark when we arrive, but not so late that most of the fortress is asleep. We’ll need the bustle of activity to conceal our movements.”

“Right,” Lathriel said, forcing herself to walk faster just to keep up. Her legs and feet were already sore, though it had nothing to do with the pace they were keeping or how many hours they had already been walking. She had kept her body in peak physical condition from the moment her brother had taught her how to fight, and she was no stranger to long treks on foot or in the skies.

But the Wasting Echo continued to cripple her in ways she never could have imagined. The occasional spikes of pain at random places in her body was bad enough, but the constant, dull ache was even worse. Her body was desperate to feel the Aether again, and the physical discomfort seemed to get worse the more she mentally accepted that she likely never would.

Her only reprieve had been her time in Alamir’s bed. Perhaps she’d simply been distracted by how good it felt to have him inside her again, or perhaps the mere presence of his dragon blood—and seed—had acted as something of a salve from her withdrawal.

Not that Lathriel needed any additional motivation to return as soon as possible. She had wanted to fly Vilyanos straight back to Tel Kithas, but Irileth was adamant they check in with her House Teviss operatives in Amallon on the way. They’d been in an empty warehouse on the city’s outskirts when they heard the unthinkable news that the capital had nearly been destroyed by a giant red dragon.

They had yet to see the devastation for themselves, since the Dragon Mother had been determined to stay focused on getting to Selod Maril as quickly as possible. Lathriel still wasn’t quite sure why—a quick stop by Tel Kithas wouldn’t have cost them more than a few hours—but Irileth seemed convinced that the sand was slipping through the hourglass. She hadn’t bothered to explain why, but perhaps she was simply playing a hunch.

After leaving Amallon, their path had taken them through Tiralis and then to Algoven, the crossroads city just south of Selod Maril at the intersection of the Eastern and Western Droughtlands. After conferring with a few more of her contacts, Irileth had led her outside the city and into a concealed series of caverns which evidently connected to the Underworld. The two of them had been traveling deeper and deeper into the dark ever since.

Lathriel didn’t have a good sense of how long they had been traveling, which was just one of a hundred disturbing things about the utter darkness surrounding them. Her everglow lantern—a bauble Irileth had picked up for her in Algoven—cast enough light to see where she was walking, but not much else. The only exception was when they entered a cavern covered in the strange, luminescent fungi that was apparently quite common in the depths of the world.

Still, at least the path was well-traveled, judging by its smoothness, and she found herself wondering how often House Teviss used these tunnels. She wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised if they had been secretly operating a smuggler’s ring to siphon raw vatari out of the mines for their own ends.

A few hours later—or at least, what seemed like a few hours later—Irileth came to a halt in a particularly rough passage where the uneven ground and fields of tiny stalagmites required constant attention and care in placing your steps.

“Having trouble?” Irileth asked.

Lathriel stopped and frowned. She wasn’t breathing heavily, but thanks to the Wasting Echo, her legs increasingly felt like they were on fire.

“No,” she lied. “Why?”

“Because every step you take is shorter than the last,” the Dragon Mother said. “I’m surprised—faeyn rangers are supposed to be far more resilient than Avetharri. If you need to rest, you should do so now before we reach the next set of passages.”

Lathriel could practically see the trap being set in front of her. She’d had to avoid so many the last few days. Her Skywatch instructors had tested her less than this woman—and they’d hated the idea of letting a faeyn join their ranks.

“I’m fine,” she insisted. “Like you said, we can’t afford to delay.”

“We also can’t afford to have you pass out before we reach the mines.” Irileth’s glowing red eyes studied her in silence for several heartbeats. “A clever warrior knows when to push against her limits and when to respect them. A fool lets her pride make that decision for her. Which are you, I wonder?”

“If you need a break, there’s no shame in admitting it,” Lathriel replied. “You are a lot older than I am.”

Irileth’s eyes flashed, and for a terrifying moment, Lathriel wondered if her feeble attempt at a joke would backfire, perhaps fatally. She had spent enough time around Karn and the other dustborn to appreciate how thoroughly just a few short decades could winnow the physical capabilities of humans and orcs, but for elves, those intervals were measured in centuries. Irileth was still every bit as quick and spry as a girl who had just come of age.

Eventually, the Dragon Mother smiled thinly, then took a seat upon a nearby boulder that was low and flat enough to serve as a makeshift bench.

“Pride it is, then,” she said. “I suggest you eat something. It may be a while before we have another opportunity.”

“Good idea,” Lathriel replied as she took a seat on the floor, set down her lantern, and opened her small pack. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was until she took a bite of the bread and dried fruit they had picked up in Algoven. The pain in her legs had apparently masked the emptiness in her belly quite well.

Irileth took a few bites from her own apple, the sound of her teeth sinking into its flesh unnervingly loud, but she was much more focused on the small, glowing crystal she pulled from her pocket.

“The Echo causes you great pain,” she said. “But you hide it well.”

Lathriel used the excuse of chewing her bread to buy her time to consider her response. But ultimately, there didn’t seem to be any point in denying it.

“It isn’t pleasant,” she admitted. “But I’m learning to live with it.”

Irileth nodded as her gray fingers rubbed the crystal. The blue radiance played across her face. “Precious few in this age can understand such suffering. Though the rare times I’ve been unable to feed regularly have also been…unpleasant.”

She squeezed the charged vatari crystal and closed her eyes. It only took a moment before her vatari tattoos began to glow beneath her gray drow skin. Most were covered by her black leather armor, but Lathriel could see the intricate runes on her forearms, her collarbone, and around the Sorokar brand on her stomach. They were hauntingly beautiful and, just like the ones inscribed on the flesh of the Blade Dancers, they provided her with strength, speed, and endurance far beyond her mortal limits.

Irileth’s eyes eventually fluttered back open, and she slid the crystal back into the small puch on her belt. Her tattoos continued to glow, and they cast nearly as much light as the lantern.

“If my son had offered you this gift,” the Dragon Mother asked, “would you have accepted it?”

“I’m not sure,” Lathriel admitted. “I had only just agreed to take his brand before…well…”

Irileth nodded solemnly. “In Narthil, it remains a common practice for lowborn females to become Dragon Brides in order to prove themselves as worthy wives for the Sovereign. Only one Bride per decade earns the honor. The competition is fierce and brutal.”

“I’ve heard the stories. Every bit as vicious as orc warriors fighting for breeding rights.”

“Probably worse,” Irileth said. “Many provinces have abandoned the tradition altogether. The markings are expensive and not without risk. I was…surprised when Valion offered them to me.”

“Did he ever tell you why?” Lathriel asked.

“He feared that the Vaz Gorati would wish to terminate the ‘accidental’ pregnancy of a concubine, but if I proved myself as a Dragon Bride first, they would be forced to accept our union and give our son a proper reading.”

Lathriel could hear the bitterness in the other woman’s normally cold, emotionless voice. There was something else buried behind Irileth’s words. Sorrow, perhaps? It was difficult to tell.

“I wish I could have seen their faces when they realized you gave him a dragon,” Lathriel said. “That must have been satisfying for you.”

“It was never about me,” Irileth said sharply. “Valion needed an heir, and Abethaal needed a Sovereign. I performed my duty to the Empire and to my husband.”

Despite her words, Lathriel was pretty sure she saw a faint smile tug at the other woman’s lips, though it vanished as quickly as it appeared.

“I pray that your son’s blood will one day ignite as well,” Irileth said. “But whether it does or not, I expect you to serve my son faithfully.”

“I—”

“And competently,” the Dragon Mother added. “We will soon learn if you are as worthy as he believes.”

Lathriel gritted her teeth. “Alamir already knows who I am and what I’m capable of. I don’t need to prove anything to you.”

This time, there was no mistaking Irileth’s grin. She took a last bite from her apple, then cast aside the core and rose to her feet.

“We have rested long enough,” she said. “My operative will be waiting in the fortress.”
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While most of the dark, rocky passages remained indistinguishable from one another even as they drew closer to the mines, Lathriel felt the environment change. The air gradually became less stale, and the tunnels opened into caverns so large she could no longer see the ceiling above or even the walls at their sides.

The constant creaks and echoes from walls she couldn’t see were unsettling. Lathriel had long taken pride in her ability to move both swiftly and silently, but every subtle rustle of her clothing or armor suddenly seemed ten times louder than before. She kept expecting something horrific to leap out of the darkness, but Irileth didn’t act concerned. Her red eyes seemed to be looking everywhere at once, and Lathriel wondered just how much farther her drow eyes could see in the dark.

Eventually, Irileth’s pace slowed, and she abruptly changed direction. Lathriel tried to ignore the feeling of creeping helplessness, but it wasn’t easy. If her guide ran off and disappeared, she would be utterly lost, possibly forever.

But it didn’t take much longer before they finally saw signs that they were nearing their destination. Broken tools, dirty scraps of cloth, and eventually mining carts on iron tracks. Most looked ancient; nearly all were covered in dirt, rubble, or webs.

“What is this place?” Lathriel asked. Even though she had whispered the question, she winced at how loud it still sounded in her ears.

“One of the earliest mining tunnels,” Irileth said, slowing her gait again as if she were expecting something. “The last crystal deposits were harvested over a thousand years ago.”

“The drow built tunnels to connect to it?”

“Some. Others were created by miners or gorm. The Avetharri have no idea of the wonders and terrors that lurk beneath their feet.”

Lathriel squatted down to investigate one of the half-buried cart tracks before moving on. “We can follow these all the way to the mines which are still in use now?”

“And from there to the fort outside,” Irileth confirmed.

Steeling herself for the task ahead, Lathriel conjured up a mental image of Selod Maril in her mind’s eye. It had been at least four years since she had been to the Crystal Crater, but she still remembered the layout of the crater settlement reasonably well. Like Tel Kithas, Selod Maril was surrounded by a ring of unscalable mountains, with only a narrow canyon on the western side providing natural access via land. The Empire had built significant fortifications there, including high walls, defensive towers, and multiple wyvern aviaries to protect the fifty thousand miners and other workers who lived here at all times. The sheer scale of the crystal harvesting operation here truly defied belief.

“I know the fortress and the town outside it well, but I’ve never been in the mines,” Lathriel said. “Would it be worth capturing and interrogating one of the overseers?”

“Only as a last resort,” Irileth replied. “Our operative in the town should be able to tell us everything we need to know.”

They continued through the old tunnels. Lathriel found the emptiness here more disturbing than the caves they’d passed on the rest of the trip, mostly because of all the abandoned equipment. They traveled for several more minutes before Irileth slowed her gait.

“We should be able to hear mining by now,” she commented. “Sound travels far through the passages.”

Lathriel considered. “We were hoping to arrive after nightfall. Maybe there’s a shift change?”

“The work never stops, even then. Something is wrong.”

She kept moving without elaborating further, and Lathriel followed, her free hand hovering above her lantern in case she needed to touch the small control glyph and douse the light. That consideration quickly became moot when they entered tunnels that had enough mounted glowstones on the walls to provide more than enough light for the workers. The abandoned tools and trash disappeared, signaling they’d entered an area of recent activity. She slipped the lantern into her pack and drew her bow instead, stringing it without breaking stride. As nice as it was to finally have decent illumination, it meant they wouldn’t have an easy way to hide if they were discovered.

But that didn’t turn out to be a problem. After moving through a few different passages, it became clear that a huge portion of the active mining shafts weren’t being used. Equipment and carts had been abandoned, and they passed plenty of huge crystal deposits which had only been partially excavated. From the noises they began to hear, it seemed like all the activity was confined to the southernmost tunnels…and that included the guards and overseers.

“They must have moved thousands of miners,” Lathriel said as softly as she could. “Maybe they found a rich new deposit?”

“Perhaps,” Irileth said, pausing in front of a T-shaped junction where they could clearly hear the pounding of hammers and picks on stone. “If all the guards are consolidated there, we won’t be able to move around without being spotted. We’ll head straight to the town instead.”

Lathriel nodded. “I assume you have a plan to blend in? As far as I’m aware, most of the women in the settlement are servants or whores. And none of them wear armor.”

“There are several female wyvern riders,” Irileth said. “And you still look the part.”

“I suppose,” Lathriel murmured, glancing down at her leather breastplate and matching skirt, the hallmark of Skywatch riders who were outfitted for comfort and flexibility rather than protection.

“We’ll make it work. This way.”

Irileth headed down the path to their right. Lathriel followed, her chest tightening in anticipation of an inevitable fight. Surely someone had been left in this part of the mines…

But luck was with them, at least for the moment. The tunnels were completely empty right up until she could hear the bustle of the town up ahead. They moved close to the entrance, but just before they stepped outside, Irileth stopped and gave her a quick once-over.

“Keep your hood down and your cloak open—move like a soldier while we’re in the open,” she said, doing the exact opposite with her own cloak. “If we’re pressed, I’ll be your servant.”

Lathriel nodded. She was perfectly adept at sneaking, but she had much less experience at this type of skulduggery. She had never been much of an actress or a liar. It made her remember when she and Fendryl had been caught by the overseer in Sethuil. The result of that mission had been him getting killed and her getting tortured…

“Only problem is that you need a house armor patch,” Irileth said. “Stay here—I’ll be right back.”

The Dragon Mother vanished in a swirl of shadows before Lathriel could protest. She stayed still and silent for a moment, then leaned back around the mouth of the passage just in case anyone happened to be coming toward it. All things considered, she almost wished they could just fight Talona and all her Godsworn minions. At least that was something she had experience with…

She didn’t have to wait long, at least. Irileth reappeared just moments later, and she handed Lathriel a decorative baldric with the splintered-shield symbol of House Mandar at the center.

“Where did you find this?” Lathriel asked, burying her reflexive distaste.

“You’d be surprised what people leave lying around,” Irileth replied evenly. “My contact will be on the northern side of the settlement. Follow my lead, but try to look like you’re in charge.”

Once again, she started forward without waiting for an answer. As the moonlight caught her figure, Lathriel noticed the very fresh and very wet splatters of blood on the other woman’s armor.
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Lathriel was well aware that the mining settlement in the crater had grown considerably since Krynn’s ascension, but she’d had no idea just how much until she was actually walking through it. The sheer density of the population packed between the open mine shafts and the walls enclosing the crater almost defied belief. It was as if someone had taken every citizen from Algoven and stuffed them into an area one-fifth the size.

What had once essentially been a permanent war encampment filled with tents now looked like the neighborhood of a city…though not a particularly prosperous one. Lathriel found herself reminded of the Underborn encampments, first outside Vimaldis but then eventually in the old fortress of Nost Darah. A structure originally built to garrison a few hundred soldiers had suddenly needed to support several thousand, and the result was nothing short of a blob of misery with angry, starving men fighting over food and equipment and whores.

The comparison was far from perfect, of course. Krynn had demonstrated many failings during his time as Sovereign, but he had understood how critical Selod Maril was to his success. The supply chain he’d constructed to support the extra miners and soldiers had been genuinely impressive—and upsetting to the nearby settlements who were forced to give up much of their local stores. He had also allowed plenty of businesses to move in—mostly taverns and brothels—with the promise of steady coin thanks to all the house soldiers living here with no other way to spend their drakadas. Men with full bellies and easy access to female flesh were generally better behaved than the alternative.

The miners and slave soldiers appeared to be segregated on the southern side of the town, so she and Irileth hugged the northern side as much as possible. Few people seemed to pay them much attention—a benefit of the sheer population density—and none of those that did seemed remotely suspicious. The Mandar crest on her baldric appeared to be doing its job.

For a time, she thought that Irileth might take them into one of the brothels, since she wouldn’t have been at all surprised if House Teviss had volunteered a few Pain Maidens as a delicacy for the house soldiers. But she ended up steering them toward the forges instead. Just like a neighborhood market in a city, there were all kinds of craftsmen and vendors, from smiths to woodworkers and everything in between. Irileth unerringly navigated the close, winding streets until they arrived at an open fletcher’s shop that was little more than a few crates, tables, and a tent overhead. Inside, a haggard drow male was standing in front of a selection of bows and arrows.

The man frowned as he looked up from stringing a hunting bow, and his face almost immediately lit up in recognition when Irileth got close.

“Nikzur ilhar,” the man said in what sounded like Qevlâs. “Dos bella uns’aa xuil dosst llanath.”

“I’m sure I do,” Irileth replied, keeping her voice low and her hood drawn. “Show my companion your selection of arrows. Act interested.”

With a nod, the drow man effortlessly steered them over to a wooden table where he had set out a variety of arrowheads and fletchings, all designed for a different purpose from distance to accuracy to penetrating power. He even had a medley of fletching styles, including the ones favored by wyvern riders who needed to compensate for wind and movement in ways the average archer on a battlement never would.

He pointed to the components while they spoke, even though his words had nothing to do with them. “I was not told to prepare for your coming, mistress.”

“Are you ever?” Irileth replied dryly. “We need information. Where is the dragon?”

“Sovereign Mandar leaves often, then returns to roost in the center of the courtyard. He is far too large to land anywhere else.”

“Mandar?” Lathriel asked, scowling. “He’s dead.”

The man gave her an odd look. He probably wasn’t used to having his reports questioned, especially by an outsider. “The Sovereign returned three days ago, changed by magic. The Mandar overseers say he has been blessed by the Dragon Gods. He is now the largest and most powerful Wyrm Lord in the Empire.”

Lathriel’s stomach knotted, and she shared a look with Irileth. What in the bloody void was going on? Krynn was dead. The Godsworn must have done something truly unholy with his corpse…

“And now the soldiers here are openly allying with Sarodihm cultists?” Irileth asked.

“The cultists arrived along with the Sovereign,” the drow man said, taking back one of the arrows he’d handed her and offering another. “There were some initial protests, but they were…short-lived.”

“I’ll bet,” Lathriel muttered.

The idea of noble house scions—any noble house scions—openly cooperating with Godsworn cultists was absurd. But Krynn had bullied countless people into submission over the past five years, and he’d convinced many of them to do things they would have found unthinkable just a short time ago, from sealing the borders and killing the soldiers of other provinces to enslaving scores of dustborn outright. Principles were a poor match for fear, especially if this dragon was anywhere near as large and intimidating as the reports from Tel Kithas suggested…

“They seem to have shifted nearly the entire mining operation to a single cavern,” Irileth prompted. “Do you know why?”

“They aren’t mining anymore,” the man said. “They’re digging.”

“Digging? For what?”

“I don’t know.”

The Dragon Mother’s red eyes narrowed in disapproval, and the man’s gray face went white.

“Nobody seems to know,” he added hastily. “Not the miners, not the house soldiers. I got one of the cultists drunk yesterday, but she didn’t seem to know much, either. All I could get out of her was that ‘the tyranny of the false dragons will soon be at an end.’”

The knot in Lathriel’s stomach tightened. “Soon? How soon?”

“Anywhere between a few days and a week, from what I’ve gathered,” he said. “They seemed convinced that whatever they’re looking for is in there, but they don’t know precisely how deep.”

Irileth considered for a moment, then bade him to put down the arrows. The man donned an irritated look, as if he had been criticized on the quality of his fletching work.

“Find out what it is,” Irileth said. “I’ll establish a drop point in the northern tunnel near the sump on the third level. They’ll check it every day.” She hesitated, then shook her head. “No, never mind. This is too important—we can’t afford the delay. Use the crystal if you have to.”

She dexterously slipped a slender blue calling crystal out of her cloak and passed it to him. His eyes widened briefly as he palmed it, vanishing it into the pockets of his vest.

“Don’t signal until you’re sure,” she added. “And you can’t be anywhere the mines or the vatari might interfere. You also need to be ready to leave the moment you activate it. The Godsworn have demonstrated great skill with scrying magic—expect them to hear your words and react accordingly.”

“I understand, Mistress,” the man said, swallowing heavily. “Veldrin ssligne dos.”

The Dragon Mother nodded, then bumped Lathriel’s shoulder and moved out of the tent. They walked in silence for nearly a minute, heading back the way they came but taking a slightly different route as if interested in examining the wares of different craftsmen.

“What could they be searching for?” Lathriel whispered once they were in a less crowded area and out of earshot. “A weapon?”

“I have a theory,” Irileth told her. “Slow your stride and stay quiet—we’re being watched.”

Lathriel may not have been a spy, but she knew better than to start wildly looking around. She followed the Dragon Mother’s lead as they continued maneuvering through the settlement at a brisk but hopefully not suspicious gait. There were so many other people here that they really shouldn’t have stood out…

Perhaps five minutes later, they were back near the entrance to the same mining passage they had used to get here. The creeping darkness was now working to their advantage; they could easily move without being spotted, and when Irileth’s red eyes confirmed there were no threats, she tugged Lathriel back into the tunnels.

Lathriel’s heart continued pounding even as the risk of discovery faded. She couldn’t stop wondering what Talona and the Godsworn could have possibly found here. These mines were already filled with vatari. What could possibly be more valuable to them than the most important material in the Empire?

She was still debating that question several minutes later when Irileth came to an abrupt halt. Her red eyes narrowed as she searched the darkness ahead of them in the wide tunnel, and Lathriel held her breath and waited. She had reactivated her lantern, but she couldn’t hear or see anything suspicious at the edge of her vision…

But then, out of nowhere, the shadows directly in front of them moved. A tall figure in a white robe appeared, his face concealed by an opaque metal mask. He carried a long, naked sword in his right hand, and the gauntlet of his left was emblazoned with the symbol of a downward blade and an eye wreathed in flame.

A Ravener.

Lathriel dropped her lantern and reached for an arrow in her quiver, knowing that if she gave the Ravener even a moment to strike, his shadow magic could kill them both. His gauntlet flashed green, and the air hissed as he sundered the Pale with his dark magic—

And then suddenly, impossibly, Irileth was behind him. The cultist didn’t even have a chance to gasp in surprise before she slit his throat wide open, splattered his pristine ivory robe red as he crumpled to the ground. Her Dragon Bride tattoos glowed an angry blue as she shouted a warning and pointed to her right.

Acting on pure instinct, Lathriel nocked the arrow to her bowstring and searched for a target. Another figure rose from concealment, this one a house soldier with a crossbow who had been crouched behind an abandoned mining cart. He was already taking aim at Lathriel, but she reflexively dropped to a knee as he pulled the trigger, causing his bolt to whistle harmlessly past her shoulder. She loosed her own arrow a split second later, and it went right into his gaping mouth and exploded out the other side.

But he wasn’t alone. A second crossbowman popped out from behind a second cart on a parallel track, and he fired immediately. Lathriel tried to roll, but she was a hair too slow—the bolt stabbed through her leather skirt and into her thigh.

Her cry of pain echoed through the cavern. She barely managed to hold onto her bow as she collapsed on her side, and her elbow banged hard into one of the iron rails beneath them. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see her attacker trying to load in another quarrel, but his efforts were cut short when the Dragon Mother turned and hurled two throwing daggers into his chest. She apparently hit him right in the lungs, because he barely even managed to wheeze as he fell over.

Lathriel didn’t see any more attackers, but she tried to fetch another arrow regardless. The problem was the entire arm had gone numb after banging it on the track, and her vision was starting to fill with black spots.

“We must move,” Irileth said, moving to her side in an instant. “Can you walk?”

Setting her jaw, trying her best to ignore the flaming agony in her leg, Lathriel pulled herself to a crouch. She shook her head, as much to keep herself from screaming as to answer. There was no possible way she was going to be able to move under her own power, not without healing magic and a few hours of rest…

“You must find the strength,” Irileth pressed. “There is no other choice.”

Her voice was hard, but there was a genuine note of concern in her red eyes. Lathriel was so surprised to see it that she did a double take…and that may have been the only reason she noticed another movement in the shadows behind Irileth.

The fourth assailant appeared out of nowhere, and the dagger in his hand was arcing for the Dragon Mother’s back. Lathriel had no business moving as quickly as she did, but somehow, despite the pain crippling her leg and the numbness in her arm, she managed to grab Irileth’s arm and push her out of the way of the strike. The attacker’s blade narrowly missed, throwing him off balance, and Lathriel used the opportunity to snatch her own dagger from her thigh and throw it upward.

It didn’t kill the man outright, but he did stumble back when the blade stabbed into his chest. And that moment of hesitation gave Irileth all the time she needed to whirl around and turn the man into a bloody corpse on the floor.

For a moment, there was no sound in the cave but their heavy breathing, and Lathriel winced when she looked at the dead man lying next to her. A regular Godsworn cultist, not a house soldier or a Ravener. And he was a faeyn like her, probably one of Talona’s people.

“More will come,” Lathriel said through clenched teeth. “Go—I’ll just slow you down.”

Of all the people she would have expected to understand cold necessity, Irileth would have been at the top of the list. Lathriel clearly couldn’t walk, and there was no way they could escape if they had to stumble through the tunnels while countless enemies pursued them.

And yet the Dragon Mother didn’t run off into the darkness and disappear. Instead, she retrieved and sheathed her slender blades, then leaned down and hoisted Lathriel up into her arms in a bridal carry. It seemed impossible for a woman of her stature to lift another so easily, but her vatari tattoos were blazing bright enough they wouldn’t even need a lantern.

“We must return to your son,” Irileth said as she started hastening through the tunnel. “And mine.”


9
Sovereignty


Even before the Vaz Gorati had revealed that I possessed dragon blood, my parents and their advisors had done their best to prepare me for the day I became Sovereign. On numerous occasions, they had warned me that despite my physical power and magical might, the bulk of my attention would not be spent inspiring armies or intimidating foes or even assembling my harem. The burden of sovereignty, they had insisted, is that dragons were often doomed to spend more of their waking hours managing petty internal disputes than actually leading their people.

After just three days back in Tel Kithas, I finally understood the wisdom in their words.

The list of obligations before me would have been daunting even without the threat of a resurrected Dragon God perched in Selod Maril a hundred miles away. Krynn had installed loyalists in positions of power across the province, from military commanders to town overseers, and it was going to take months to replace them all. There were thousands of other concerns as well, like meeting with the heads of all the noble houses scattered across the province and convincing them I was indeed alive. Half the reason an “official” coronation seemed necessary was simply to get everyone important in a single place.

But with the capital burning and powerful enemies on the loose, I considered my current task the equivalent of political triage. I needed to visit the most important settlements, ensure the temporary obedience of their current leaders, and spread the word of my return, all while my allies tried to figure out how in the bloody void we were going to defeat Dathiel and his Godsworn.

The task proved to be every bit as fun as it sounded. I checked in on the northern cities of Karmirys and Mith Tavar first, knowing that my family still had old allies in both. The locals went through the same phases of shock and disbelief as everything else when I told them the news, but for the most part, they accepted my authority and pledged to do whatever was required to help restore Tel Kithas and battle the Godsworn.

The greatest challenge for me was knowing that my son was there in Mith Tavar. More than anything, I wanted to find Eranas and tell him the truth about his father, then whisk him back to Tel Kithas. But I kept telling myself that during the current chaos, anonymity remained the greatest gift I could give him. Once his mother returned and the Godsworn were dealt with, I would give him the attention—and the life—he deserved.

I spent the next day attempting to shore up support in the border outposts in the north and east. Unfortunately, the situation was even worse than I’d thought. Both garrisons had been on high alert for months, and these were the sites where Krynn had mustered the dustborn slaves that he had forcibly conscripted. Thousands of human and orc men had been dragged from their homes in the Droughtlands, all in the hopes that they would deter Lostrien and Sorthaal from sending in their armies to try and liberate the crystals in Selod Maril.

On the surface, the strategy seemed both cruel and preposterous, since it wasn’t as if such an army could possibly withstand an attack from a dragon. But after what Karethys had told me about the Council of Wyrms, it suddenly made sense how this makeshift army had survived. There were no Elder Dragons, or at least none that were going to leave Anar Dol to liberate Abethaal from a tyrant. Krynn must have known the truth himself…or perhaps he had simply called the council’s bluff. Either way, his army had held the line, and now they were my problem to deal with.

As much as I wished that I could have simply landed in the border outposts and liberated thousands of slave soldiers with a decree, that simply wasn’t realistic. It was going to take a great deal of time and a lot of smart, careful planning to figure out what to do with them in the long-term, and in the short-term I needed to establish my authority. Elyon sent Wyrmguard and Skywatch representatives with me, which helped smooth over a number of patches that would have otherwise been rough or perhaps even impossible during the time we had available.

On the third day, I traveled between Baradar and Tol Morhir, completing my tour of the south. None of those settlements had been attacked either, thankfully, and they were eager to be done with Krynn’s harsh rule. The brutal demands of supplying the mining operations at Selod Maril had left the southeastern settlements reeling, and it quickly became apparent that their recovery might take years rather than months. I was tempted to have them cut off food and equipment deliveries immediately, but that simply wasn’t a viable option. Until I had the means of defending them from Dathiel, I couldn’t afford to draw his attention or provoke an attack.

For now, they just needed to know that help was coming. Eventually.

I was thoroughly exhausted by the end of that night, and I returned to Tel Kithas hoping that the Grand Magistrix had discovered anything useful about Sabon Nyr. But according to Tyris, the artificers still didn’t understand the unique enchantments in the blade, nor were they any closer to replicating the magic involved. It was starting to look like a dead end. More than ever, I needed my mother to return with information we could use.

While we waited, there was one final piece of diplomacy I needed to accomplish during my whirlwind tour of Abethaal. And unlike the others, this one was here at home.

Not long after landing and expressing my appreciation to the laborers for making such progress on clearing the rubble, I made my way toward Zinshasa’s Reprieve, one of the bathhouses in the noble quarter of the city. The public bathhouses throughout Tel Kithas had always been popular venues for socialization and entertainment, and the same was usually true of the private, more intimate ones in the wealthier parts of the city. Yet as I made my way through the open halls between chambers, I realized there was almost no one else here. My first thought was that the devastation and rebuilding efforts had simply drawn everyone to more important matters, but I seemed to recall that this place had still been bustling when Sariss and I had walked past the other day. The only difference between now and then was the fact I had invited two Ashreaver orcs inside.

My mood soured at the realization. The people of Tel Kithas had enjoyed curated lives free from both the grim realities and simple joys of the Droughtlands, and the worst part was that most of them didn’t realize it. I had fully expected the members of my war council to struggle with the fact I had taken a Vorskai barbarian as a wife, and I imagined it would be just as difficult for them to accept that I had spent the last five years partnered with an orc warrior…or that he was now my closest friend.

I paused at the bath’s entrance when I heard water splashing inside. I truly hoped I wasn’t about to witness some horrifying orc mating ritual, both because I didn’t want to box-out Borkesh from his attempts to court Mokka and because I didn’t want to have that image seared into my mind for all eternity. I rang the privacy bell before I entered, but when it didn’t stop the splashing, I braced myself and prepared for the worst.

Mercifully, it turned out that they weren’t engaged in any bizarre mating ritual. In fact, they barely seemed to be paying attention to one another at all. While Borkesh sat at the stone table beside the pool, demolishing a plate of sauced tonga steak, Mokka was standing upright submerged to her waist, her hands slowly twisting in the air while she magically commanded several long, thin strands of water to swirl around her. The routine was mesmerizingly rhythmic, almost like the serpent tamers in Vimaldis.

“Impressive control,” I said as I entered. “You’ve grown much more powerful in the past few years.”

“Yes,” Mokka replied, still facing away from me as she continued her almost-dance. “I have.”

I stopped at the side of the pool and smiled. Had Sabari been making the same movements, I would have thought it a flawless demonstration of her siren grace. But with Mokka…well, it seemed more like a demonstration of her impressive musculature. While her strength was surely modest compared to the average orc male, she looked like she could comfortably throw any of my wives across the room while carrying another.

“Raincallers are rare and special,” I added. “The Ashreavers are lucky to have you.”

Mokka grunted softly, then lowered the water serpents into the pool. “You speak the truth. Perhaps more than you realize.”

I raised a curious eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

The chieftess slowly turned the rest of her body to face me. She had stripped down to a bandeau and loincloth while soaking, and she had washed off her red war paint. It made her look considerably younger than when she arrived, though still far wiser than the chieftain’s daughter who had helped convince her fellow Crones that I was special five years earlier.

“My power is the reason the others fear to oppose my rule,” Mokka said. “No matter what they think of me, they cannot deny that I represent the best hope for our people’s future.”

I glanced past her to Borkesh, but he simply shrugged while he tried to wipe some sauce off his tusks. Apparently, he wasn’t sure where she was going with this, either.

“I came to this city in order to make a deal with you, Sorekûl Drakath,” she said. “For you are as vital to your people’s future as I am to mine.”

I nodded. “I apologize that we haven’t had more time to speak. I’ve been trying to pick up the pieces after the attack, and I feel like I’ve only just begun.”

“I do not begrudge your absence—it is a sign of your importance.” Mokka tossed a glance back over her shoulder. “If only the same were true of everyone.”

Borkesh frowned mid-bite. “Huh?”

“The Ashreavers cannot survive in the mountains forever,” she said, her eyes returning to me. “As difficult as it is to admit, the Vorskai humans have adapted far better than we. I spoke with your red-haired wife—her people are quite clever, and she is stronger than her spindly arms suggest. I can see why you wished to brand her.”

“Tyris is unique,” I replied. “And the Vorskai are resilient. They have endured tragedy and destruction many times. Even Dathiel couldn’t destroy them.”

Mokka nodded. “You promised her people that they would be able to return to the valley they once called home.”

“I did.”

“My people also need a home, Sorekûl Drakath. A place to build our future.”

“And you’ll have one,” I assured her. “Krynn’s enslavement of the dustborn is at an end. We’ll have to figure out a path forward that works for everyone.”

“You are confident you can convince your people to accept us?”

“I’m confident I can eventually, but I’m not going to stand here and pretend it will be easy. Or that there won’t be unforeseen complications along the way. But we’ll make it work, that much I can promise.”

Mokka studied me for several moments, the water droplets glistening on her green skin. “Perhaps there is an easier path.”

I shared another glance with Borkesh, but he merely shrugged.

“I’m listening,” I said.

“If there is one thing I’ve learned since we were forced to abandon our homes, it is that our tribe must breed strength rather than weakness,” Mokka said. “And as dragons know better than anyone, true strength comes from magic. If my people are to survive, we must come to embrace the power of sorcerous blood like mine…and yours.”

She sloshed forward in the pool until she reached the edge. As she climbed out, her orange eyes took a bestial glint.

“By combining our blood, you could help me begin to breed the weakness from our tribe,” Mokka said. “And if I gave you a dragon son, it would change the fates of both our peoples.”

“Wait, what?” Borkesh blurted out as if he’d been stabbed with a red-hot poker.

“I cannot live here—I must remain with my people,” she added, ignoring him. “But I would accept your brand and become your meat. I will give you far stronger children than any elf.”

Mokka smiled. I couldn’t immediately tell if she was trying to seduce me or scare the shit out of me. I was feeling both.

“Besides,” she continued. “You must be getting tired of soft, easily bruised meat. I am neither, I assure you.”

I couldn’t help the wild thrill that ran down my spine. For what felt like a small eternity, the only sound in the chamber was that of dripping water. Borkesh appeared unable to close his gaping mouth, and I realized that mine was stuck open as well. After all my experiences as Rasmus these past few years, precious few things left me truly dumbstruck.

Evidently, this was one of them.

“To join a dragon’s harem, a female must also impress his First Wife.”

The calm, familiar voice came from behind us. We all turned to see Sariss glide in through the half-open door.

“I’m afraid that you are unworthy, Chieftess,” Sariss added, coming to a halt at my side and looking up at the other woman.

Mokka’s eyes flashed. “You dare to challenge me, blood witch?”

“Only your judgment. I’ve no doubt that you are right about your people—they need you if they wish to survive. But you cannot lead them and serve our lord at the same time.”

“Why in Kalhabek’s name would you want to do that anyway?” Borkesh asked angrily as he finally got his wits together and stomped over to us. “This can’t be a serious offer.”

“It is very serious,” Mokka said without looking at him. “You have seen the fools that surround me with your own eyes, Priestess. In the mountains, I am bereft of worthy males.”

Sariss arched a golden eyebrow. “In the mountains, perhaps, but not here. Borkesh is—”

“A deserter,” Mokka snarled. “Who left our people to seek his fortune without care for the tribe or its future.”

“During which time he became the most trusted companion of a dragon,” Sariss countered. “Is there another orc in the entire Empire who can make the same claim?”

The chieftess looked me up and down. “Hiding beneath the accomplishments of a dragon and scavenging off his successes…this is not the behavior of a great warrior.”

“Raz wasn’t a dragon at the time,” Borkesh protested. “He was a scrawny elf who relied on me to do all the dirty work.”

Mokka finally looked at him, then turned back to me. “Is this true, Sorekûl Drakath?”

“Borkesh and I were partners,” I replied carefully. “He always pulled his weight, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

“And fearlessly rode on a dragon’s back mere minutes after he revealed his true identity,” Borkesh added hotly. “I already told you the story!”

“Yes, you did,” Mokka said. “But when I asked the red-haired woman, she told me a very different tale. Are you calling the wife of the Dragon Sovereign a liar?”

As a general rule, Borkesh was even harder to stun into silence than I was, yet he suddenly looked like he’d just swallowed his tongue. I wasn’t sure how he was going to dig his way out of this one…

“I’m sure the girl embellished certain events,” he replied. “As all good storytellers do. But the point is—”

“The point is that I would be dead without his aid,” Sariss put in. “As I told you back in Imon Hîth, Borkesh protected me from Godsworn cultists when they attacked Sethuil. Without his ax or his courage, we would not be here having this conversation.”

The priestess shrugged, then continued. “But if you are too blind to recognize his value, that is your loss and my advantage. It will make it that much easier for me to claim him.”

Mokka’s brow furrowed. Borkesh’s wasn’t far behind.

“It is tradition for the First Wife to have a personal bodyguard,” Sariss continued. “One she trusts implicitly. Typically, her warden is a member of the Wyrmguard, but there are plenty of exceptions. As First Protector, he will have considerable wealth and influence—as well as his own personal concubine and plenty of other eager females.”

Somehow, I managed to keep my expression flat despite the smile that was desperate to form on my lips. Sariss may not have been trained as a warrior, but she knew exactly where to thrust and twist a blade.

“Consider my offer,” Saris said, eyeing Borkesh. “Now, if the two of you don’t mind, I need to speak with our Sovereign—my husband—in private.”

She took my hand and led me to the exit. I managed to keep myself from laughing until we were halfway across the bathhouse.

“Well done,” I said. “Borkesh owes you one. Or ten. Maybe a hundred.”

“He owes me nothing,” Sariss replied. “That female is a fool if she does not recognize his value.”

I smiled. “But ‘First Protector?’ That’s not a real title.”

“It could be one, if necessary.”

Chuckling, I took her by the waist and pulled her in for a kiss. After another brutal day, I couldn’t wait to curl up in bed tonight with her and Tyris again. Their careful and increasingly intense ministrations each night were the main reason I’d had the strength to play politics all morning.

“I wanted you to know that despite the damage to the city and the shortages of materials, I’ve acquired what I need to perform a proper branding ritual,” Sariss said once we separated. “When Lathriel returns, I’ll be ready. Tyris and I are both eager to welcome her as our latest sister-wife.”

I smiled. “I’m glad to hear that.”

“I knew you would be.” She stretched up and gave me another soft kiss. “But I did wish to ask you about Karethys. I’ve barely seen her since our first meeting.”

“She’s been researching Sabon Nyr and the Old Gods,” I said. “Looking for any hints or connections. I’m not sure exactly where she is.”

“When I stopped by the Teviss estate earlier, Matron Mother Malarel said that Karethys was in the study.”

“Then I’ll go and pay her a visit,” I said, nodding. “Hopefully she’s had more luck than everyone else.”

Sariss studied me in silence for a long moment, her fingers gently tracing along the edges of my jawbone. “Do you think there’s any chance she would agree to be your concubine again?”

“I think that time has passed,” I replied quietly. “She’s…well, she’s a different woman now. And I’m a different man.”

“But you still care for her.”

“I do. Nothing will ever change that.”

Sariss smiled faintly. “Would she accept your brand instead?”

A tender hope grew a little bit brighter in my chest at her clear openness to that. “That’s…complicated,” I said. “I honestly don’t know.”

“She served you faithfully for many years. She deserves the opportunity to do so again.”

“I know. The question is whether or not she wants to.”

“Find out,” Sariss said, gently tapping the tip of my nose with her finger. “There is enough uncertainty in the future as it is.”

“The wisdom of a Dragon Priestess,” I said. “I’ll head over to the estate right now.”
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When I arrived back at the Teviss estate, the servants confirmed that Karethys was indeed present. She had sealed herself up in the study all day, they said, with orders not be disturbed except for meals. At first, I found the thought amusing. She had always loved reading—she had probably spent more time in the palace library than I had, all things considered—but she’d never had the authority to demand accommodations for it before now.

But as I moved through the portrait-lined halls of the estate, my amusement faded and trepidation took its place. I couldn’t help but remember what she’d told me back in Olath Shuk.

I could have been anything I wanted, do you understand? she had practically screamed. I’m the first daughter in my family to have sorcerous blood in generations. I could have become an artificer or an enchantress, maybe even a shadow knight. But I knew that nothing I could ever do would be as important as serving the Black Prince. So instead of training my body to fight, I gave it to you. And then…then you went off and got yourself killed.

The words had felt like a dagger sliding into my gut. It seemed like an age had passed since House Teviss had brought the beautiful, obedient concubine to my doorstep. I could still remember my mother explaining how Karethys would tend to my every need and desire, all to ensure I would one day be able to please my many wives.

I still didn’t know how or if I could ever make up for what she had sacrificed, but I intended to try my best regardless. She deserved nothing less.

I arrived at the study in short order, and Karethys bade me to enter when I knocked at the door. She was sitting at the desk with a pile of books in front of her, quite a few of which were open and bookmarked. She looked as tired as I felt, though her violet eyes were still flashing across the pages at incredible speed.

“Word has it you’ve been busy,” I said. “Any luck?”

“Not really,” she admitted. “All I’ve been able to find is self-indulgent tripe in one form or another.”

“Meaning what, exactly?”

“Meaning that it’s always important to consider who penned something before you place too much faith in what you’re reading. Memoirs are written by people who want to be remembered as heroes, so they’re always the protagonist. And most religious history is written by priests who want you to share their faith.”

Karethys let out a heavy sigh and marked her place in the book. “I suppose that’s a fancy way of saying we shouldn’t expect to find any tomes here that speak about the ‘true history of the gods’ or anything like that. Even the drow tomes on Zelioth share most of the same mythos. The only difference is that our people seem to think she made some great sacrifice to protect us, and that she’s trapped in the Pale because she’s too weak to survive in the physical world. But they still think she’s worth worshiping.”

“Well, I’ll happily say my prayers to the Spider Queen if she can give us a weapon to use against Dathiel,” I said, stopping in front of the desk and leaning against it.

“If only it were that easy,” Karethys said, gesturing to the other books. “One consistent story across versions is how Lahara’s consort, Solterys, taught the secrets of sorcery to the Avetharri—secrets they were able to use to defeat the ‘treacherous gods.’”

“It doesn’t happen to mention which specific spells they used, I’m guessing?” I asked. “Maybe we needed cold instead of fire.”

“Sadly, there’s nothing so actionable. But there are some other books which practically leave mortals out of the fighting altogether. They speak about the gods killing one another. And when they spilled their divine blood across the world, it gave us power we didn’t have before.”

I pursed my lips. “Well, that does line up with our experience fighting Dathiel, in a way. He was able to deny us access to the Aether.”

Karethys nibbled at her lip. “It makes me wonder if Sabon Nyr has a completely different origin than we think. What if it’s much older than the Vermillions? What if it was forged by the gods to fight other gods?”

“An interesting possibility,” I admitted, digesting it. “It would explain why the Sarodihm have been so intent on stealing it over the years. And why it did what no other weapon could. Though it would also mean we can’t possibly replicate its construction.”

“If you were sincerely hoping that I’d find a miracle passage that explained everything, you were bound to be disappointed.”

“I didn’t and I’m not,” I assured her with a smile as I approached the table. “Honestly, I just appreciate that you’re willing to do this at all.”

“Skim through a bunch of old books?”

“Help me,” I corrected gently. “You’re not obligated to be here. I’m sure my mother could have you doing one of a thousand other vitally important things.”

“She could. But at least you understand how lucky you are.”

“I always have.”

Karethys stared back at me in silence for several moments before the corners of her mouth twitched upward. It made me remember the first time I’d made her laugh while we were in my quarters…and how the sound had made me feel like the most important person in the Empire.

“Many things have changed,” she said. “But it seems like you still know exactly what to say.”

“I have my moments.”

Her smile widened before she seemed to catch herself and turn her gaze back to the books. “How did your other meetings go?”

“Well enough,” I said. “There’s an enormous amount of work to be done. The best I could do was apply a poultice to the wound. Real healing is going to take a long time.”

“It always does,” Karethys replied quietly.

I watched her in silence for a few moments, but her eyes remained elusive. I wanted to press her, to get her to tell me more about what happened to her during my absence. But I also wanted to give her time and space to do so on her own terms.

Eventually, I drifted away from the desk toward the office window. From here, I could see past the estate’s garden to the main street cutting through this part of the noble quarter. It was dark, but I could see well enough thanks to my half-drow eyes. More and more people were spending time outside; life in the city was slowly returning to normal, insofar as such a thing was possible under the circumstances.

“I have to admit, this isn’t what I envisioned my life would be like five years ago,” I said. “Standing here in someone else’s house watching people rebuild my city, all while I’m trying to figure out how to defeat a Dragon God. Though in my defense, it sounds so insane that anyone who predicted it would have been called a lunatic.”

I had hoped to elicit a chuckle, but Karethys continued looking off into nothing, her face tense but otherwise difficult to read. “This isn’t where I thought I’d be, either.”

I turned back around and eyed all the books scattered around her. “I don’t know, you always did like to read.”

“True. Though I never would have expected I’d be wearing armor while doing it. Or any clothes at all.”

I winced. “You make it sound like I forced you to walk around the palace naked.”

“You never forced me to do anything, Alamir,” Karethys whispered. “Ever.”

She finally looked at me, and for the span of a few heartbeats, I could once again see the sweet young girl I’d fallen in love with behind the steely mask she had put on in my absence.

“I still can’t believe it’s gone,” she said. “The palace, I mean.”

“I know,” I agreed somberly. “It doesn’t seem possible.”

Her throat bobbed. “I wanted to come back many times after you vanished. Malarel had her own spies in the palace, naturally, but there were days when I wanted to look upon it myself just to see what Krynn had changed.”

“It’s probably for the best that you didn’t. I imagine it would have been infuriating.”

“That was the whole point—I wanted to be angry.”

“Why?”

“Because I didn’t want the pain of your loss to fade. I wanted it to be raw and fresh forever. It was my motivation to keep fighting, even if the battle had to take place in the shadows.”

Karethys grimaced. “But it obviously wasn’t possible. Krynn knew who I was, and your mother had more important things for me to do than nurture my vengeance.”

I nodded slowly, resisting the urge to move over and embrace her. I still wasn’t certain who she was anymore…or what she wanted us to be.

“I would have given almost anything to be back in your chambers,” she whispered. “To drown in those old memories and imagine what life would have been like if you hadn’t vanished.”

Karethys drew in a deep breath, then turned away. “Foolish thoughts, of course. Five years would have been a long time for a dragon to keep his first concubine after he started branding real wives. I’m sure you would have gotten bored of me by now.”

A lump filled my throat. “Please tell me you don’t believe that.”

Karethys shrugged. “Power changes people, even ones you think you know. Sovereign Sorokar might have been a very different person than the Black Prince.”

“Nothing in the world would have ever changed the way I felt about you.”

“Even death?” she asked quietly. A flicker of pain crossed her gray features, and she seemed utterly unable to meet my eyes again. “Even living those five years as a different man?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Not at all.”

She swallowed so heavily her entire jaw moved. “I want to believe you,” she whispered. “I do believe you. I just wish I didn’t.”

“Why?”

Karethys closed her eyes, and it was only then I noticed the wetness in her eyelashes. “Because I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you ever since I learned you were alive. And I’ve hated myself for it.”

My heart twisted. I wanted to touch her—I was desperate to touch her. But I mustered every bit of self-control I had to remain still and let her speak.

“I kept reminding myself what I could have been without you,” she said, her wet violet eyes finally reopening and meeting mine. “As a powerful sorceress of House Teviss, I could have had any drow man I wanted. I could have led armies in the Underworld. I might have eventually become a Matron Mother in a different province. I could have had everything, Alamir…but all I found myself wanting is you.”

Karethys scoffed as she rose out of her seat. She stepped in front of me, her head and long black hair shaking in disgust.

“There are times when your mother believes I’m weak—I can see it in her eyes,” she went on, voice hardening. “And do you know what the worst part is? She’s right. Because the truth is that I’d give up everything she’s taught me, everything I’ve achieved, just to be with you again. It’s pathetic.”

“No, it isn’t,” I insisted. “You could—”

“Yes, it is!” she growled. “Don’t you understand? I could have real power, but I’d rather serve you. I’d rather be with you. The truth is that I would give anything to go back in time and be your concubine again.”

She spread her arms to encompass the room. “Everything I’ve gained—respect, agency, control of my own destiny—my heart would have me throw it away. Tell me how that makes sense! What good is love if it makes me a slave?”

“I told you before, I don’t want a concubine,” I said, gently reaching out my hands and touching her arms, bringing them down. “I want a wife.”

When she didn’t reply, I kept going, the words pouring from a place long buried. “I would set the world ablaze if it made you happy. Anything else you want to do with your life, I’ll help make a reality. Your dreams are my dreams—your hopes are my hopes. I will love you until my scales turn to dust. All I am asking for in return…is you.”

Karethys looked up at me, her violet eyes as bright and vulnerable as I had ever seen. “Would you really give me your brand after all this time?”

“In an instant,” I said. “But only if it’s what you want, too.”

Her breaths quickened, her lips quivered…and then she stretched up on her tiptoes and did what a concubine was forbidden to do.

She kissed me.

A score of old memories overwhelmed me the instant our tongues touched, from our first anxious meeting in my room to the last time I had taken her in the palace library before I’d vanished. Karethys had taught me everything—she had given me everything. It was time for me to give her everything back.

I kissed her hard and deep, my hands tracing down her sides, skating across her leathers. I could remember the first time I had touched her gray skin—it had felt so smooth, so flawless, that it almost hadn’t seemed real. Her leather armor was cold and rough by comparison, not to mention so tight there was no chance I could get my fingers under it.

But Karethys was way ahead of me. While keeping her lips locked with mine, her hands flashed down to her belt. I heard the buckle snap open, and she promptly pushed her trousers over her hips. Her body moved closer, and I could feel the familiar, delightful heat of her exposed flesh…and her waiting core.

Karethys abruptly pulled away, her violet eyes burning with an unquenchable lust I hadn’t seen in far too long. She backed up toward the desk until she was braced against it, then reached up with her hand, touched my glamour stone, and dismissed my illusory clothing.

Grabbing a firm hold of her thighs, I hoisted her up in my arms. Her legs reflexively clamped around my waist, and I felt the Aether surge through her as she thrust out her left hand. A gust of shadowy wind blasted the open books she had so meticulously laid out, scattering them across the floor but making more than enough room for me to set her down in their place. While her right hand grabbed the back of my head and pulled our mouths back together, her left reached into the narrow space between our bodies to find my hard, aching manhood and steer it inside her smoldering drow quim.

Karethys gasped into my mouth as I stretched her open inch by glorious inch, parting her puffy, swollen labia to slide into a tight grip of warm, squeezing silk. She was so incredibly wet. Every instant I spent inside her carnal depths unleashed another memory of our past. Her gleeful giggles the first time she’d stroked me to climax; her groaning gurgles the first time I’d filled her mouth; her bated breaths when I’d pierced her womanhood for the first time…

I had felt strangely like an outsider when I returned to Tel Kithas after five years away. But being here with Karethys, hearing her joyful whimpers and feeling her body wrapped around me…

This was what it felt like to come home.

With a draconic snarl, I swept my hands beneath her knees, then pushed them up onto my shoulders. I looked deep into her eyes as I hilted myself inside her, my lips less than an inch from hers as my tip nuzzled the soft, welcoming curve of her cervix. Her black hair spilled across the wood, and her eyes were hooded in anticipation as I pulled back, then thrust into her again.

“Oh!” she moaned, her violet eyes rolling back as I stretched her molten depths. “Gods, I’d almost…ngn!”

Her hands frantically worked at the straps of her breastplate. But it was too tight, too secure, and she eventually snarled and reached out to the Aether again. A shadowy aura clung to the leather bodice…and then it vanished and reappeared on the floor amidst the scattered books.

Grinning, I dragged my fingers across the smooth gray flesh of her flat belly and over her plump gray tits. She arched her back to press them into my palms, letting me feel their swollen, erect peaks, while her inner walls pulsed around my buried length. Her breaths hitched as I took each of her dark nipples into my mouth, and again when I began pounding into her in rhythm with my efforts. The last time I’d taken her, I remembered thinking that nothing in the world was more satisfying than watching a woman’s face scrunch in delight when your manhood split her open. It was even more true now after so many years apart.

Karethys took my head in her hands, and she pulled my lips back for a kiss. “Vith uns’aa, Alamir,” she breathed into my mouth so softly I could barely hear. “Fuck me like you used to. Please…”

I drove into her so hard the desk creaked, bottoming out at her deepest limit, and she cried out so loudly I had no doubt that half the servants in the house heard her. But I didn’t care. Not about that, not about the devastation in my city, not even about the pending threat of Dathiel and the return of the Old Gods. All that mattered was Karethys. My concubine. My lover. My perfect, beautiful shadow maiden.

And soon, I promised myself, my wife.

I roared as I slammed in and out of her, engulfed by the sweltering embrace of her cunt. I looked down at her sweet face as it twisted in joy, eager to make up for all the moments we’d missed. I would have gladly spent forever in this moment, fucking her until the end of time.

“Where…?” I panted as I spiraled toward the abyss. “Where do you—”

“Inside!” Karethys called out, taking my face in her hands. “Please…inside.”

I smiled down at her. I had taken her in every one of her tight holes, and she had worn my dragon seed on every inch of her flawless gray skin. There were no mysteries left between us.

Yet in all our couplings, I had never been able to spill inside her while her neck was bare. A concubine’s collar was meant to represent both a dragon’s freedom and his duty. He was free to use her body however and whenever he wished, but he was also bound by the promise to never allow his seed to bloom inside an unworthy vessel. An Imperial concubine was an entertaining diversion, not a serious commitment. A valuable companion, but never a true partner.

It was long past time for a change.

I cried out as I exploded inside her, filling the void I had left for far too long. Karethys went rigid, gasping with each spurt, her calves crushing my head and her fingernails digging into my flesh. And when I looked into her violet eyes after we’d both spent, I saw that the lust inside them was still blazing. The fire in her core had been burning so hot for so long that it was going to take a long time to quench.

And I couldn’t wait to get started.


10
Dragon Mother


“Seems you really have changed,” Karethys purred as her slender gray fingers continued stroking my sore, soaked, and yet still thoroughly stiff shaft. “You never managed that many in one night before.”

I snorted softly between breaths, barely able to lift my head from the pillow. Not that it would have made much of a difference regardless, since my wrists and ankles had been chained to the corners of the bed for several hours now. One of the unexpected bonuses of sleeping in a drow mansion was that one didn’t need to ask the local Pain Maiden to provide any tools for an extra-special evening—they were all waiting in easily accessible drawers.

And Karethys had found a use for plenty of them last night.

“Well,” I managed, my body caught in the delicate space between bliss and agony favored by drow sex techniques, “I’ve had some more practice over the years.”

“Mm,” she mused. “I’ll bet you have.”

Karethys grinned as she stroked me faster. The bedroom was completely dark, but thanks to my drow vision, I could see that her fingers and knuckles remained covered in seed from my previous detonation. She was lying on her stomach between my spread legs, her gray feet swaying playfully behind her. Her back and thighs remained sticky from my earlier offerings, and her lips were still damp as well. If I didn’t know better, I might have thought we’d gone back in time to one of the long, glorious nights where she’d been intent on finding—and then exceeding—the limits of my endurance. The only difference was that she might not have been willing to use adamantine restraints back then. But now…

Now there was no way I was getting off this bed unless she let me.

“How much fun have you had with that Vorskai girl?” Karethys asked as she continued stroking. “I doubt she’s very experienced.”

“She…ngn…she isn’t,” I managed. “But she more than makes up for it with enthusiasm.”

Chuckling, Karethys planted a soft kiss on the head of my cock. “I’m looking forward to seeing her in action. Especially if her touch is as energetic as you say.”

I moaned as she began pumping me again, then gasped when she swallowed my entire length. I still couldn’t believe how easily—and eagerly—she had slipped back into her old habits. Concubines were part toys, part tutors, and it was thanks to her efforts that I was able to please my wives and lovers so easily. As the drow were fond of saying, vith zhah ichl kleel ulu sevir ulu mayar—sex was too important to leave to chance.

I needed to make sure that Sariss, Tyris, and Lathriel all thanked Karethys for all her service. Every time they cried out my name as I took them, they may as well have been screaming hers, too.

“I…I don’t know if I have anything left,” I breathed as she continued swallowing my cock. “Oh, gods…”

Her head popped up as she gasped for breath. Her fingers continued pumping even while she caught her breath, and they were so thoroughly soaked in saliva and seed they made an audible squish with every movement.

“You’ll find a way,” she said huskily. “You always do.”

I clamped down on my lip. Karethys seemed truly determined to test my current limits…and to see if my tastes had changed during our years apart. I genuinely couldn’t believe how many times I had finished in the past ten hours without the aid of magic, and now she had at least one more coming her way.

“I can’t…oh!”

I cried out as I erupted again, spraying a jet of precious dragon seed straight up into the air as if my cock were one of the volcanoes in Valtura’s Tears. Karethys giggled girlishly as it splattered atop her arms and hands, though one strand landed in her black hair. My body protested the lack of rest with a momentary twinge of pain when I finished, which she transmuted back to pleasure with more deliberate strokes.

“I knew you could do it,” she teased. She started playfully bobbing her feet behind her again, and that was when I realized I’d somehow managed to hit them with a spurt, too. But she didn’t seem the least bit concerned at how sticky she was…or by how much I clearly needed a reprieve.

“We…we need to get up,” I said, throwing a glance at the bedroom window even though it couldn’t tell me what time it was. The Teviss estate had an enchantment that blocked out all sunlight unless a command word was spoken. Drow eyes were sensitive…and we liked our privacy.

“We’ll leave when you’re finished and not a moment before,” Karethys said, playfully flicking her tongue over the head of my cock again. “The rest of the world can wait.”

I groaned and tugged at my restraints, but I really couldn’t move until she let me go. Not without transforming into a full dragon, anyway, which would destroy a good portion of the estate in the process.

“It really can’t,” I said, groaning again. “And we need a bath.”

“I’m in no hurry. Can’t you give me one more?”

With a sly grin, she took me into her mouth yet again. I groaned and threw my head back in the pillow, unable to resist the wet heat of her throat. I was starting to wonder what kind of monster I had reawakened last night…

But Karethys got her wish. Somehow, she sucked one final burst out of me, and I got her tonsils as wet and sticky as her fingers. The wooden bedposts creaked so loudly as I pulled at the restraints that I feared I’d break them instead of the adamantine chains. My balls actually ached when I finally finished, but Karethys began to gently massage them with her fingers—another drow technique to turn pain into pleasure.

I was starting to think she intended to get me hard yet again, and she may very well have tried if not for the soft ring of the privacy chime outside the door. Someone needed to speak with us, which meant that my earlier suspicions were correct: Karethys had teased and tortured me all through the night and well into the morning.

She reluctantly unfastened my restraints to let me see what was going on. After a quick checkup in the mirror, I put on my glamour stone, conjured an illusory outfit, and opened the door. The thin rays of sunlight blasting in through the windows of the hallway were almost blinding to my unadjusted eyes, but one of the house servants came forward to deliver the news.

My mother had returned to Tel Kithas.

Karethys and I moved as quickly as could reasonably be expected given our complete lack of sleep. The servants had drawn baths for both of us, and we needed a lot of scrubbing to get clean. Such things weren’t uncommon in a drow estate, of course; we had free and easy access to the best oils, soaps, and perfumes of the Underworld. And when we returned to the room to dress afterward, the heady smell of sex had already been absorbed by a combination of aromatic candles and opened windows.

Despite my fatigue, I found it remarkably difficult to let Karethys cover up by putting her armor back on. Seeing her clean gray body just made me want to get it filthy again as soon as possible. I settled for a kiss instead, despite the danger it would lead to a cascading reaction. We managed to contain ourselves, albeit barely, and headed out of the estate and toward the hospital tents that had been erected outside the ruins of the Temple of Lahara.

By now, the vast majority of those injured during Dathiel’s attack had been healed, but Sariss had kept the tents up anyway to act as temporary shelter for those whose homes had been destroyed. They were also acting as the de facto headquarters of the Vaz Gorati at the moment, against Blood Mother Kethenya’s wishes that the sisterhood temporarily move into the Spire of Sorcery. Sariss wanted them here working to mend the wounds of the city alongside the people, not isolated with the city’s surviving elite.

I had no doubt that my First Wife was also eager for an excuse to exercise her new authority. Forcing the rest of the clergy out of their comfort zone had proven an effective way to put them in their place and make them accept her as the new Dragon Priestess.

I spotted her the moment we entered the main hospital tent. She was sitting on a cot next to Lathriel, whose leg was bandaged but otherwise appeared healthy. Alarmed, I rushed over to them regardless, and Lathriel smiled and held out her hand for me to take and squeeze.

“I’m all right,” she said before I could ask. “The healers in Algoven patched me up, but Sariss wanted to check their work.”

“Which was barely adequate,” Sariss said, sliding her hand along the other woman’s upper thigh. “You need rest…and perhaps some relaxation.”

They shared a cheeky smile, but it only lasted a heartbeat before a solemn shroud fell over Lathriel’s face.

“Sariss was filling me in on everything that has happened,” she whispered. “I…I don’t even know where to begin.”

“Nobody does,” I said. “The reconstruction efforts will—”

“Where is the Dragon Mother?” Karethys interrupted, sweeping her eyes around the tent.

“She took Vilyanos to the dragon sanctuary, whatever that is,” Lathriel said. “She wanted Alamir to meet her there as soon as possible.”

I frowned, wondering why my mother would have gone there. Had my father left something behind I didn’t know about?

“Then I suppose I’d best go,” I said. “What did you learn at Selod Maril?”

“Not as much as we hoped,” Lathriel admitted. “The enemy isn’t mining—they’re digging for something beneath the mountain. And whatever it is, they seem convinced that they’ll find it soon, possibly within the next few days.”

My stomach sank. A few days? There was no way I could reassemble the province and its disparate forces in that amount of time.

“Lady Irileth seems to know more, but she was keeping it to herself,” Lathriel said. “It’s difficult to tell.”

“It always is with her,” Karethys murmured. “But that may also be why she wants to meet with you alone. Your mother enjoys privacy as much as secrecy.”

I snorted softly. “Well, at least that hasn’t changed.”

“She did say that House Teviss would have a sizable force here in the city soon,” Lathriel added. “But she also believes you’ll need significantly more men to successfully attack Selod Maril.”

“Attack it? It’s defended by a Dragon God we can’t kill.”

“We have Sabon Nyr,” Sariss said.

“One sword isn’t enough. And even if the artificers figure out how to replicate it, there’s no way they could forge more of them in a few days. They’d need weeks if not months.”

I forced myself to pause and take a deep breath. My fatigue-addled mind was racing, but there was no point in dwelling on any of this until I spoke with my mother.

“I can’t believe the Sarodihm succeeded after all this time,” Lathriel said quietly. “They actually found a way to bring back an Old God…”

I reached down and gave her hand another squeeze. Despite the grim news she’d brought, it was damn good to see her again. Her allegedly quick trip into the mountains had turned into nearly a week-long journey.

“The three of you should catch up,” I told them. “Get Tyris, too—she must be with the artificers working on the sword.”

“She is,” Sariss confirmed. “We woke up early, but the two of you seemed…indisposed.”

I looked at Karethys and expected a sly or perhaps embarrassed smirk in return. But her expression had turned hard the moment Lathriel mentioned the Godsworn plan, and she seemed lost in thought.

“I need to get to the sanctuary,” I said. “My mother and I have a great deal to discuss.”
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The flight to the mountain sanctuary was quick and straightforward, but the solitude still gave me a few precious minutes to gather my thoughts. I had expected to see my mother days ago at this point, and I’d been bottling up questions ever since. As much as Karethys had told me about the Elder Dragons and the Council of Wyrms, I could only imagine that my mother knew so much more.

But mostly, my thoughts lingered on how much I was looking forward to seeing her again. It was admittedly a strange sensation, since I had spent so much of my childhood simultaneously fearing and resenting her. No matter how hard my mother tried, she had never been able to get me to see the world through the same cold, pragmatic lens that she did. We had argued so often—about the future, my training, my potential wives—that it was difficult to remember us ever doing anything else.

Difficult…but not impossible. I could remember glimpses of a different woman from when I’d been young—a woman who had spent her time looming over my tutors to ensure they were doing their job to her standards and then often being so frustrated with them that she took over herself. I hadn’t realized it at the time, but in retrospect, she hadn’t been training me to be Dragon Sovereign in those early, formative years. She’d been teaching me to become a skilled and intelligent house scion in an Empire filled with mediocrities.

At that point, few believed it was possible that Valion Sorokar would sire a dragon heir, especially not with his drow concubine. Everyone assumed I would eventually get shipped off to another province like most of his other children, or perhaps sent underground to marry into a different line of House Teviss. But then the Vaz Gorati had sampled my blood, and everything had changed.

Including my mother.

I vividly remembered how quickly my life and routines had been upended, but I found myself wondering how much hers had changed as well. In an instant, she had gone from being one of my father’s many wives to a Dragon Mother, one of the most honored titles in the Empire. Irileth Sorokar was no longer an aberration in the court, but one of its centerpieces. And she hadn’t shied away from her sudden power and responsibility—she had embraced it, and had become a very different woman in the process.

I still hadn’t decided what I planned to say to her as I flew through the illusion in the mountainside and into the sanctuary. Vilyanos, Lathriel’s wyvern, was sleeping within. The beast looked up as I landed and moved into the cavern, looking so much smaller than normal from the perspective of my dragon eyes. I transformed back into my elven form, and I spotted my mother standing in the library alcove. She didn’t turn to acknowledge me as I approached, but there was no doubt in my mind that she knew I was there. An invisible, silent assassin couldn’t surprise Irileth Sorokar, much less a dragon who had stomped his way inside the cave.

I waited at the edge of the alcove for a moment, trying to come up with something to say. Before I did, she put the book she was reading back on the shelf and turned around. Those bright red eyes of hers looked back at me—eyes that for so much of my life had been filled with disappointment or anger. And when she began striding toward me, I expected her to fire off a list of all the things I had done incorrectly since my return.

But she didn’t speak. She just walked up to me, slid her arms around my waist…

And held me. Tight.

I couldn’t remember the last time that she had given me a hug, yet when my arms curled around her body and pulled her close, I discovered that it was the easiest thing I had ever done. Because no matter how many years had passed, no matter how divergent the paths we had taken, she was my mother. And I was her only son.

“Alamir…” she whispered. I could feel her arms trembling, and I could hear her ragged breaths against my chest as she wept into me. As my own tears slid freely down my face, I finally realized why she had insisted on meeting me here alone, beyond the eyes of our friends and enemies both.

An age passed before she pulled back. Before this moment, I would have thought her tear-stained face would be unrecognizable, but seeing it unlocked even more memories from when I was young and she had dressed like a noblewoman rather than a warrior.

“When our operatives first spotted you in the Reach, I dared not believe what they said,” Irileth whispered. “Otherwise I would have had to kill them if they were later proven wrong.”

“The scary part is I believe that.”

“You should.”

A rare smile tugged at her lips, which I returned in kind. She squeezed my arms again, then allowed her hand to drift over my chest where I’d been stabbed.

“Lathriel told me of the scar left by the corrupted vatari dagger and how the Vorskai girl healed it,” my mother said. “Remarkable.”

“She is,” I agreed. “Tyris has an energy unlike anything I’ve felt before. When Sariss performed a blood reading, it almost overwhelmed her.”

“A dustborn dragon,” Irileth mused. “Many will consider it unthinkable.”

“Many do consider it unthinkable,” I corrected. “I’m sure I would have faced more resistance when I returned with her if the city hadn’t been destroyed beforehand. But even though they have bigger problems to deal with, I can still see the doubt on their faces.”

I shrugged. “If she ever transforms into a dragon herself, it will change a lot of minds in short order. But to be honest, in some ways her gift is more remarkable. Instead of growing scales, it’s like she transforms into pure energy.”

“I’ve no doubt that she will serve you well. All of your wives will.” Her gray cheek twitched almost imperceptibly. “I may have misjudged them.”

“May?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. “You flat-out told me it was a mistake to court Sariss. And Lathriel. And Tyris, for that matter.”

“I feared that you had inherited your father’s judgment. That you were too willing to think with your heart instead of your head.”

“Maybe I did. And maybe that isn’t always a bad thing.”

Irileth stayed silent, her hand lingering on my healed chest for a few more moments before she finally smiled again. “Maybe not.”

“I’m glad you’re here,” I said. “I assume that Lathriel filled you in on everything else as well?”

“She and Sariss both. And I assume that Karethys told you the truth about the Council?”

“She did,” I confirmed. “I’m not sure what’s harder to believe, the fact that there was a dragon god buried beneath the palace or that the Empire who defeated him no longer exists.”

“The Empire exists,” Irileth said. “But it is made of glass, not stone. Even if Dathiel is defeated and the breach in Anar Dol is contained, things will never be the same again. The truth will come out—that is inevitable now. And it may do more damage to the Empire than an Old God could ever dream.”

Her eyes went distant for a moment, as if she were looking at something far away. I wondered what else she must have known, like the thousands of little details about how the Empire truly worked. I was also deeply curious about what had happened to her when she had traveled to Lomir Drakath and learned the truth. How had she reacted? How had my father reacted?

“We must prepare for war,” she said, bringing us both back into the present. “An army of House Teviss troops has been marching through the Underworld for many days now. They should arrive tomorrow, but they won’t be enough.”

“Lathriel said you expect us to attack Selod Maril,” I said. “But even if Dathiel wasn’t there, it would take one of the largest armies in provincial history to breach that fortress.”

“Krynn conscripted tens of thousands of dustborn. If necessary, we could—”

“I know, I already visited the border outposts,” I interrupted. “But you said we only have a few days. Both of those armies are two hundred miles away, and marching across the Droughtlands isn’t easy. It would take weeks to rally them all, and they aren’t provisioned for that regardless.”

Irileth raised a white eyebrow. “So you were studying your grandfather’s books on warfare after all. I could never tell for certain.”

“You don’t need to be a student of warfare to understand there’s no way for us to win a straight fight under these conditions.”

“No, but we may not have to.” She paused and considered. “We can’t overwhelm the defenders, but we may be able to draw them out. If you assault the fortress directly, Dathiel will have to meet you on the field.”

“Possibly,” I said. “But he retreated when we wounded him in the Godsworn Rise, so he’s not a fool. If he’s truly on the verge of digging up something important, then he can afford to play things safe. And if he drains away the Aether again…”

“You don’t need to destroy him, just keep his attention,” Irileth said. “While you do, I can lead a smaller force underground and attack the mines directly. Without his cult supporting him, he won’t be able to excavate what he’s looking for.”

I frowned down at her. “Do you know what that something is? Lathriel seemed to think you were hiding the truth.”

My mother grunted softly. “She’s a smart girl. And courageous.”

“True, but you didn’t answer the question,” I pressed. “Do you know what they’re looking for?”

“I don’t know, but I do have suspicions.” She sighed. “I believe they’re searching for the source of the vatari. It’s the only reasonable explanation.”

“The source?”

Irileth nodded. “The Dragon Goddess Lahara.”

My jaw sank open. “You think she’s buried beneath Selod Maril? Like how Dathiel was buried beneath Tel Kithas?”

“Not her body—her divine power. Her Godsoul. That’s what the Sarodihm call it.”

I tried to swallow, but my throat may as well have been the Droughtlands. “You learned this from the Elder Dragons? They knew about it?”

“They’ve long had suspicions, as I said. Nearly ten thousand years have passed since the founding of the Empire, Alamir. That history is well beyond living memory, and facts have been warped and twisted in countless ways since. All that remains are legends and myths.”

She sighed, then continued. “There was a scandal years ago, at the start of the Blood Drought. It led to many investigations and revealed some long-forgotten truths. The Council became aware that the physical body of one of the Old Gods was buried in the vault beneath Tel Kithas, but the bones were believed to be harmless. There were other revelations about the vatari, and suggestions that the Dragon Goddess herself was responsible for it. I didn’t know what to think about it at first, but given recent events, that must be what the Sarodihm are after.”

“Sanathar’s breath,” I rasped, then belatedly realized how reflexive the sentiment was—and how the name attached to it may not have had any meaning. Was Sanathar even real? Were we habitually reciting the names of gods and apostles who never existed?

“I don’t know precisely what a ‘Godsoul’ is or what it is capable of,” Irileth said, “but the cultists obviously cannot be allowed to have it. If Dathiel consumes the energy of another god, I cannot even imagine how powerful he might become. And there is some speculation among the Council that a mortal might be able to use the Godsoul to gain immense powers, including the ability to grant magic to others. They could become a mortal conduit to the Aether—a god, in and of themselves.”

“Talona,” I whispered, my jaw clenching in recognition. “The Sarodihm leader is an Eternal Priestess. She worships Lahara—or rather, Illisaya. She might be seeking this Godsoul for herself.”

“With that kind of power at their command, the Sarodihm would be far more than a mere cult. They could remake the world in their image. And the reign of the Wyrm Lords would be at an end.”

I turned and paced into the library alcove, my thoughts a nexus of chaos. Years ago, Lathriel had explained the Sarodihm philosophy to me, and after my time as Rasmus, I had come to understand why it appealed to so many people across the Empire. It wasn’t just the promise of power, but of justice—one could earn the ability to channel magic through faith and sacrifice rather than by accident of birth.

In principle, it seemed more fair than the world we lived in now. But the Old Gods were no longer a mere abstraction. We actually had met Dathiel, and no one in their right mind would want anything to do with what he was offering. The Dread Wyrm, Sariss had called him, a tyrant who wanted to crush mortals beneath his talons. I refused to allow that to happen.

“The Vorskai have promised to help,” I said. “But that’s still nowhere near enough.”

“There are others you can rally,” Irileth said. “The private forces of the Great Houses here in the city, the soldiers at Tiralis and Algoven and perhaps Saranthe…”

I clenched my jaw. “Even that might not be enough.”

“We will make it enough. In the meantime, I will assemble an elite force to enter the mountains. I will require the aid of your wives.”

I nodded. “They’ll do whatever it takes.”

“Good.”

My mother’s expression turned heavy, as if there were still a thousand different things she wanted to tell me.

“I will make preparations immediately,” she said. “You should make your way to the other outposts.”

“Right,” I murmured, feeling the same heaviness settle over me. I really wished we had more time…

“The Dragon Priestess informed me that she intends to complete Lathriel’s branding ritual as soon as possible. I’m inclined to agree—she has already borne you a child, and she must wear your brand.” She paused. “But she must wait another night.”

I frowned. “Why?”

“Because if she is to aid me in the battle, there is something else I need to teach her,” Irileth said. “A lesson only she can learn.”

“I see,” I replied, even though I didn’t.

She studied me for another moment. “He looks a great deal like you. He has your hair.”

I swallowed heavily. “Eranas? You’ve seen him?”

“Do you really believe I would have allowed any harm to come to him?”

“You knew?” I asked. “All this time?”

“He was the only part of you I had left. Did you honestly believe I would leave his safety to chance?”

I slowly shook my head. “I suppose not.”

My mother smiled as she moved close to me again. “Tonight I will teach Lathriel the most important lesson I know.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“How to fight like a mother,” Irileth said, placing her hand on my cheek, “who would do anything to protect her son.”


Interlude
Lathriel


Night had fallen over Tel Kithas by the time Lathriel approached the small shop on the same street as the House Teviss estate. There were fewer citizens moving about than she expected, since the Ilythiiri Delmah—the drow district—was typically far livelier at night during the day. But the ones who were outside seemed distinctly more poised than their Avetharri counterparts. Some of that was probably because Dathiel hadn’t damaged this part of the city as badly as others, but Lathriel also suspected that the average drow was simply more accustomed to chaos in their lives. While she had no personal experience with their underground settlements, the stories that Alamir and his mother had told her painted the picture of a people who thrived on conflict as much as orcs.

A single House Teviss soldier was standing outside her destination, his black armor looking even more menacing than normal in the dim radiance cast by the violet street lanterns. He wordlessly opened the small metal gate for her, allowing her to walk up to the shop that otherwise appeared closed. There was no sign or placard outside; the simple one-story building seemed more like a house than a place of business. She wouldn’t have known otherwise if Irileth hadn’t instructed her to come here this evening.

Lathriel paused at the closed door, wondering if she should knock, but it opened before she could make a decision. A stunningly attractive drow female was standing inside, her feminine curves accentuated by a low-cut diaphanous silver gown with high slits. Lathriel had to crane her neck to look into the other woman’s blue eyes—not because she was naturally tall, but because she wore spiked stiletto heels that were so unbelievably high she may as well have been standing on her tiptoes.

“The Dragon Mother is waiting,” the drow woman said in a dark, sultry voice. “Follow me.”

She turned and began walking deeper into the house, her graceful stride unhindered by the fact she was effectively walking on huge needles. Lathriel had heard stories about the Pain Maidens, the elite caste of drow courtesans who wielded significant power in the Underworld, but she had no idea why Irileth had invited her to the home of one. The Dragon Mother had intimated that this meeting would involve an important lesson, but there was no way in the name of the Pale that Lathriel was willing to be instructed on matters of bedroom etiquette by her mother-in-law.

Taking a deep breath, she tried her best to bury her concerns as she stepped across the threshold, boots quiet on the rug within. The Pain Maiden led her to a descending staircase just inside the door, and a half a minute later, Lathriel was standing in a basement so dark it may as well have been a dungeon. She couldn’t help but brace herself for an ambush—knowing Irileth, this could be some kind of test…

But then a glowstone activated a few yards away. The soft blue light only illuminated a fraction of what was apparently a huge basement, but the Dragon Mother stood in the light next to a metal bench filled with small, sleek blades of all sorts, from daggers to scimitars. Meanwhile, the Pain Maiden simply vanished into the darkness beyond the glowstone’s radiance, though the rhythmic clicking of her heels on the stone floor continued for several moments thereafter.

“Dragon Mother,” Lathriel greeted, hoping she didn’t sound as tense as she felt. “You wished to see me?”

Irileth twirled one of the daggers between her fingers. “I did. How are your injuries?”

“Nearly healed. Sariss is quite gifted.”

“As a First Wife should be. I hope her magic will prove as useful in the battle ahead.”

Lathriel frowned. “She’s not a soldier. I doubt that Alamir would wish her to—”

“Everyone is a soldier in times of war,” Irileth interrupted. “She is familiar with the Eternal Priestess who leads them.”

“Talona,” Lathriel whispered.

“Yes.” The Dragon Mother finally set down the knife and turned around. “You are even more familiar with her and the cult than Sariss. You told me earlier that you spent a great deal of time with Talona—that you know her well.”

“I do. Plenty of the other cultists were there purely for power, but Talona is different. She’s a true believer, and that makes her far more dangerous.”

Irileth’s red eyes flickered. “You have also drawn upon the Dread Wyrm’s power directly.”

Lathriel couldn’t tell if it was an accusation or a statement of fact, but she decided to respond as if it were the latter. “I couldn’t have accomplished half the missions they sent me on without it.”

“It made you strong—stronger than you’ve ever been before.”

“Yes.”

“And you miss it.”

Lathriel grimaced, and the constant aching tingle in her arms and legs intensified. Of course she missed it, far more than she wanted to admit. And not just because of the Wasting Echo, either. She never would have been injured back in the mining tunnels if she’d been able to channel the Aether.

“I wouldn’t use the mirror again, if that’s what you are suggesting,” Lathriel said.

“Even if that would help us defeat the cult?” Irileth asked. “Even if it was the difference between life and death?”

“What are you getting at?”

The Dragon Mother drew in a long, slow breath. “I intend to lead a strike force back into the mines beneath Selod Maril. While my son holds Dathiel’s attention, I will destroy his cult from within.”

“Alamir mentioned that before he flew off to Tiralis earlier,” Lathriel said. “I think you’re right—it’s probably the only option we have under the circumstances.”

“It is the only option,” Irileth said. “But it’s a pity I cannot afford to take you with me.”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s no feasible way to move an army through the Underworld and into the mines. And even if it were possible, the narrow passages would winnow the advantage of numbers regardless. What I need is a small group of elite soldiers—the best of the best. Regrettably, that doesn’t include you.”

Lathriel’s flash of anger was sudden and intense, but she managed to stay still and clench her fists rather than lash out. Was this the test? A white-hot poker aimed at her pride to try and provoke a response?

“Because I got shot in the tunnels?” she asked.

“No,” Irileth said, moving so close their bodies were less than an inch apart. “Because you’re weak.”

Lathriel felt her lip twitch. After days of veiled insults and subtle prodding, Irileth had actually been quite kind to her during their return journey. She seemed to have come around…

“It isn’t your fault—you have the heart of a warrior, but not the power,” Irileth said. “Fortunately for you, I’m willing to change that.”

She gestured to her left, and several more glowstones activated. Their soft light revealed an entirely different section of the basement where the Pain Maiden was currently standing at an apothecary’s station filled with vatari crystals and crushed powder. Behind her was a wooden table fitted with numerous restraints. If she didn’t know better, Lathriel might have thought it was a torture rack.

But she did know better, and she belatedly realized that the other drow female wasn’t just a Pain Maiden, but a Maitash—a vatari tattoo artist.

“I asked you before if you would have accepted this gift from my son,” Irileth said. “You said you weren’t sure.”

“I…” Lathriel trailed off as her anger turned into apprehension. “To become a Dragon Bride?”

“Dragon Brides are lowborn females who fight for the favor of their Sovereign. They seek to prove themselves worthy of his attention and his seed. You have already shown yourself deserving of both.”

Irileth paused and looked her straight in the eye. “You can become something more, as I did. An enforcer. A soldier. A weapon. Whatever my son requires.”

Lathriel swallowed the anxious lump in her throat. She had read tales about the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers her entire life, and she had seen what Irileth was capable of firsthand. Supernatural strength, speed, and resilience, all without the need to directly channel the Aether…

“My husband had many strong and loyal wives, and my son will as well,” Irileth said. “But sometimes, dragons need more. It is one thing to be born with power, but quite another to have fought your way through weakness to earn it. You will bring a perspective that none of my son’s other wives can. That is why I brought you to Selod Maril…and why I brought you here.”

The Dragon Mother turned and paced through the dim light toward the table. She placed her hand flat against the wood, and she drew in several long, slow breaths as if she were working through difficult memories. Had she received her own vatari tattoos here in this very room?

“The markings will change you,” she whispered. “In ways you cannot imagine or comprehend.”

Despite the unease rising inside her, Lathriel drifted forward to the table. “What of the Echo?”

“I’m not certain. No one has experienced such trauma for a long time except for the Sarodihm. And none of them have ever received the markings. I suspect your discomfort will fade when you feed your markings, but there is no way to know for certain.”

Irileth reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder. “What I do know is that the pain is severe. Many are broken by it. Some are destroyed outright. You will have to fight through the agony to reach the warrior waiting for you on the other side. But if you succeed, you will have the power to serve your husband and defend your children.”

Heart pounding in her ears, Lathriel looked at the restraints and then to the Maitash and her impressive collection of needles. The dungeon in Sethuil had been more inviting. But there had also been nothing on the other side of that agony besides the release of death.

“There is no shame if you refuse,” Irileth said. “My son will still brand you and make you his wife. And you will be a worthy member of his harem with or without the markings.”

Slowly, cautiously, Lathriel placed her hand on one of the wrist restraints, feeling the sturdiness of the leather.

Part of her knew she had to be mad to even consider this. But another part, a louder part, didn’t care.

Six years ago, she would have walked away in an instant and not felt a flicker of remorse. But in those years, she’d gained, lost, and regained the love of her life. She’d had a son, been forced to give him up, made bargains with fallen gods, and seen for herself the forces in the world trying to burn it all down.

As terrifying as it was to look at those needles and imagine what they could do, she would gladly suffer the pain—any pain—to never feel powerless again.

“I’m ready,” she said.

“Then lie down,” Irileth said. “And be reborn.”
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The House Teviss army arrived under the cover of darkness. All five thousand of them marched in perfect formation, including a hundred shadow knights and fifty sorcerers at the flanks and rear. As far as modern armies were concerned, it was relatively small—Krynn had mustered an order of magnitude more dustborn slaves during his conscription efforts. But I would have gladly traded one drow warrior for every five slave soldiers, to say nothing of the elite channelers supporting them.

As I watched their approach from atop the defense tower at the far southern end of Lahara’s Cradle, I was reminded of a story in one of my ancestors’ memoirs. A thousand years ago, a treacherous Great House had launched a surprise attack through this very gap, hoping to catch the Sorokar and Vermillion forces by surprise. It had been a bold but ultimately disastrous move—even with the support of their own dragons and Wyrmidons, the usurpers had been crushed before they reached the lake at the center of the valley, let alone the city beyond.

That was the last time a hostile army had marched into Lahara’s Cradle as well as the last time Tel Kithas had been attacked before Dathiel’s rampage. Distantly, I wondered how many people in the city right now feared that House Teviss might eventually turn against them. They were one of the only drow houses who hadn’t left the Empire and fled to the volcanic wasteland of Sulinor far to the east, but it wasn’t as if they were widely trusted. And I doubted the sight of five thousand of their soldiers moving into the city—soldiers wearing armor so black it didn’t even glint in the moonlight—would assuage anyone’s concerns.

“It has been far too long since the Empire has been forced to confront a serious threat,” Matron Mother Malarel said from beside me. Aside from her personal guards, she and I were alone up here on the tower.

“You would have preferred civil war?” I asked, my dragon voice booming despite my best efforts to speak in a low tone.

“The Empire has grown fat and weak. Civilizations, like people, require conflict to thrive.”

“An odd choice to quote the Spider Queen given current events.”

Malarel shrugged. “The source of wisdom is irrelevant as long as it is wise. Untested skills atrophy, and atrophy means death.”

I wished I’d brought Borkesh along—he would have agreed with her in a heartbeat. But then, Kalhabek and Zelioth had more in common than either the drow or the orcs would ever want to admit. Given what Sariss had learned, they might have been the same god at one time or another…

“This war against the Godsworn is only the first of many conflicts to come,” Malarel added. “It will either shape you into the weapon the Empire needs or crush you into the dirt. There are no alternatives.”

I swiveled my draconic head toward her and snorted. “You know, I think I finally understand where my mother got her attitude.”

“Irileth’s experiences forged her into the woman she is. The same has happened to you, Sorekûl Drakath. I have no doubt that you will prevail.”

“As you say, I have to,” I said, looking back at the army. “For all our sakes.”

We watched in silence as the army continued its march, snaking along the road toward us. We had already established the necessary encampments outside the perimeter of the city, as well as the supplies required to support the gathering. While Dathiel’s reign of terror had destroyed many buildings and killed far too many people, it hadn’t threatened our food stores or armories. The forces I assembled would be outnumbered, but at least they wouldn’t be hungry or ill-equipped in the battle ahead.

“You were right about House Tynov,” I said into the silence. “Most of his men have been committed elsewhere, but he was eager to give me all the support he could.”

“Few were humiliated by Sovereign Mandar more than Zirik Tynov,” Malarel told me. “His rage will compel his compliance, though only for a time. In the longer term, you will need to pick and choose your allies more carefully.”

She was right, of course, but I had been making a conscious effort to avoid thinking too hard about the future given what was at stake in the present. For now, I was more than happy to receive whatever support I could find, and more continued to pour in every day. Even the families who had been earnestly loyal to Krynn had come around quickly when their estates had been set on fire by an enormous dragon. Not all of them were willing to believe that the great wyrm was actually an Old God, but that didn’t matter as long as they recognized the gravity of the threat—and the reality that I was the only one who could possibly save them from it.

“I’ll confer with the Teviss officers later, once they’ve settled in camp,” I said. “We can discuss our specific plans tomorrow.”

“As you wish, my lord,” Malarel replied. “Is there anything else you require of me?”

“Just your honesty and wisdom, as always. Now if you’ll excuse me, there is one other matter of diplomacy I need to handle tonight.”

Launching myself from the tower, I soared over the Teviss army and gave them a triumphant roar of welcome. I saw spears and banners wave in response, and I couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride. From the time I was young, my mother believed that I would be the savior of her house, the prince who would help return the drow to prominence within the Empire. Although the future remained uncertain, I was still proud to lead them into battle.

Figuring out how to win that battle would be the tricky part. While I’d spent nearly all my free time these past few days attempting to stabilize the province and rally allies to my cause, I had also made it a point to take to the sky with Tyris in order to prepare for our next confrontation with Dathiel. Sadly, it wasn’t as easy as beating on training dummies or practicing aerial combat with a squad of wyvern-riders, nor could we consult a wizened Elder Dragon for their personal experience fighting a foe three times our size. We had to make everything up as we went along.

Still, we had learned a few things from our battle over the Godsworn Rise, namely that we couldn’t rely on my own claws and teeth. All that mattered was getting Tyris into a position to strike with her blade, and we had come up with a few promising maneuvers that should help when the time came. We had even tried to develop a few contingency plans for if and when Dathiel tried to sap the Aether again. While there was obviously no way for us to directly counter that trick, the threat made it all the more important for us to engage him at very low altitude where we wouldn’t instantly fall to our deaths. In the worst case, I could repeat what I’d done before and stab him while he was grounded.

I played the future battle out in my mind several times while I looped around the city. Eventually, I landed in a wide plaza near the Lucid Dream, one of the many upscale inns that catered to wealthy guild merchants.

Borkesh and Mokka had been staying here rather than at the Teviss estate. While I had offered them a room, my orc partner made it clear that he hadn’t wanted to be anywhere within earshot of me and my wives in the evenings. Considering how much time I had spent in bed with them all recently, I didn’t blame him in the least.

As I shifted back into my elven form, I tapped my glamour stone and activated one of the stored illusions I rarely used—dark clothing and a hooded cloak often worn by drow travelers when they wanted to shield their sensitive eyes from the sun and conceal their identities at the same time. While I could have conjured the suit of moonsilver armor and made an official visit as Sovereign Sorokar, I was only here to speak with Borkesh, not socialize with other nobles.

It was child’s play for me to slip away from the citizens who witnessed my landing, few though they numbered at this late hour. For a moment, I almost felt like Rasmus the Slayer again, just another commoner making his way through a city on his own business.

The common floor of the Lucid Dream was overfilled with patrons tonight, to the point that the bard’s lute was barely audible over the din of conversation. The crowd seemed odd after the recent attack and the fear it had spread through the merchant guilds, until it occurred to me how many people of means had been displaced by Dathiel’s brutal attack. Some had found themselves staying here while their homes were repaired.

No one paid me much attention when I entered, with the sole exception of the innkeeper. The old faeyn man with a weather-beaten face had retired from a long life as a military scout in Falinor and opened a business instead. He knew exactly who I was, since I’d made the arrangements with him personally. Unfortunately, he seemed to be having second thoughts about them.

“My lord,” he said quietly as he greeted me on the far side of the long bar away from most of the other customers. “Welcome back.”

“Greetings, Endrig,” I said. “Is Borkesh here?”

“Your friend hasn’t left in days,” the man said. “Neither has the female.”

I frowned. “Is that a problem?”

“It is when they are so disruptive. It’s busy enough right now that you can’t hear them, but the moment the crowd leaves…” Endrig’s weathered face scrunched. “They never stop, even overnight! And the maids tell me they’ve broken half the furniture in the room!”

Somehow, I managed not to laugh. I didn’t even smirk, which was easily one of the greatest accomplishments of my life. Apparently, Sariss’s speech had convinced Mokka to give Borkesh another chance after all…

“I will compensate you for any damages,” I said, still trying not to giggle. “And you needn’t worry—they won’t be here much longer.”

“I certainly hope not,” Endrig said. “Is there any way that my lord could find them new lodgings tonight?”

“Probably not, but I’ll see what I can do.”

I didn’t have any drakada with me, otherwise I would have gladly dropped a pouch on the table. But I did make a mental note to have some coin sent over later to smooth things over, and after giving the man a grateful nod, I made my way across the busy tavern floor to the staircase at the far end.

The two orcs were staying in a suite on the third level. I hesitated when I approached the door, and I stopped altogether when I heard the loud thumping sounds from within. The last thing in the world I wanted to see was my partner’s green ass bouncing in the air, but I also couldn’t put off this meeting any longer. My forces were going to march to Selod Maril tomorrow, so I needed to convince Borkesh to go with us tonight.

I waited for a break in the noise before I made my move. Bracing myself for the worst, I stepped forward and rapped my knuckles on the door.

“Borkesh,” I called out, hoping my voice was audible over the din of raucous conversation and music from the tavern below.

I didn’t have to wait as long as I had feared. The door flicked open almost immediately, in fact, but I didn’t find myself staring into the sweaty green face of my longtime accomplice.

Instead, I found myself staring at the sweaty green tits of a naked orc female.

“I told you to leave us alone!” Mokka growled. “You can—oh, it’s you.”

I turned away before the image of large, strong breasts and their pine-colored peaks was permanently seared into my mind, but it still lingered in the back of my eyelids like I had accidentally looked up at the sun. The smell of sex hit me like a wave, so raw and pungent that my eyes might have watered if they weren’t squeezed shut.

“Sorry,” I blurted out. “But I need to speak with Borkesh.”

Mokka chuckled. “He’s busy claiming the bounty you refused.”

“That’s…great,” I managed, suddenly wishing I’d sent them home to Imon Hîth. Or maybe a different province altogether. “Good for him.”

“What’s the matter? Are you jealous?”

“Of course he is,” Borkesh said from somewhere deep in the room. “He made the biggest mistake of his life. He’s never tasted such valuable meat.”

Mokka laughed, though it sounded like a growl. I was seriously tempted to transform into a dragon just so I could destroy the building and fly away.

“Meet me outside behind the rear patio in a few minutes,” I said. “I’ll be waiting.”

I left before I heard his response, but his laughter chased me as I fled down the staircase. This was even worse than the time I had accidentally stumbled into his pool at Siren Falls. At least then he and his female companions had mostly been underwater…

Annoyingly, I had to wait twenty minutes before the orcs sauntered around to the narrow alley behind the inn’s bustling patio. It was far from the most private location in the city, but the wall of shrubs between us and the chatting guests was better than nothing. And more to the point, I didn’t really care if anyone heard what we had to say anyway. I just didn’t want to be choking on the stench of their room.

“What kind of stupid outfit is that?” Borkesh asked as he approached. The swagger in his stride was readily apparent, as were the numerous scratches and bruises on his bare arms. I had zero interest in knowing how he’d gotten them.

“One that lets us talk in peace,” I said, noticing that Mokka didn’t have anywhere near the same number of bruises despite the fact her leather outfit revealed more of her green skin. “We set out for the crater tomorrow. I’d still like for you to come with us.”

“No thanks. I already told you I plan to retire atop the pile of gold you owe me.” Borkesh grunted. “Speaking of which, you’d better have it delivered before you march off to your doom.”

I sighed. “I’m serious. We could use your help.”

“Obviously. But I’m not going to charge into the maw of a dragon god just to—”

“The rest of the Ashreavers should reach the valley by morning,” Mokka interrupted. “Most will be fatigued from marching through the night, but I can bolster their endurance with my magic. They’ll be ready to fight when the time comes.”

Borkesh’s eyes widened in surprise. “What? The clan is coming here?”

“I sent a message to the Crones days ago.” The orc chieftess flashed me a thin but decidedly smug grin. “You told me that we could trust Rasmus to honor his bargain and give us land, but there will be no such agreement if the Godsworn prevail. He will need our might in order to survive.”

“But that’s…” Borkesh snarled and shook his head. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“You were busy.”

Mokka gave him a sly look, which he eventually returned in kind. When they both began to growl low in their throats, I knew I needed to get out of here as soon as possible.

“I greatly appreciate any assistance the Ashreavers can provide,” I said. “Their ferocity will surely prove valuable.”

“Especially in an army of weak elves,” Borkesh said, though he was still staring at Mokka. “But I don’t know how you plan to break through that fort.”

“I don’t. But we can go over tactics during the march. Meet me in the encampment at the mouth of the valley first thing in the morning.”

I was reasonably sure they heard me, but I didn’t want to risk staying any longer than I had to. When they started pacing around each like beasts sizing up prey, I took that as my cue to get out of here while I could.
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Before retiring for the evening, I checked in with Malarel and the Teviss army one final time. Everything seemed to be in order, as expected, though I spent nearly an hour speaking with the various officers and discussing preliminary battle strategies. Once we’d concluded our discussion, I took to the skies once again, though I didn’t fly back to House Teviss to rest. Instead, I headed for the ruins of the palace.

The Chapel of the Seven, which served as the personal chambers and office for the reigning Dragon Priestess, had been buried in rubble by Dathiel’s attack. But the binding chamber beneath it had survived mostly unscathed, and Sariss had made it a priority to restore what she could and have the room ready when I needed it.

Landing atop the heap of broken stone that filled much of the chapel, I shifted into my elf form, then carefully climbed down to the narrow lane which had been cleared to grant access to the binding chamber.

While the surrounding destruction was a harrowing reminder of the threat still looming over us, I still found myself smiling when I caught the scent of the burning incense wafting up from the chapel staircase. I descended, remembering the last time I came here with perfect clarity, particularly how beautiful Sariss had looked while awaiting me on her knees…and how incredible it had felt to take her for the first time.

She was waiting for me again tonight, and she’d even donned a similar outfit for the occasion, from the blue silken bra to the matching skirt that was little more than a loincloth dangling between her legs. The thin golden bands securing both to her skin matched her bracelets and anklets. Her delicate feet were bare, and I wouldn’t have been at all surprised if the servants had spent hours perfecting her makeup and elegantly braided hair.

“My lord,” she said, offering me a reverent bow, “you honor me with your presence.”

I gave her my warmest smile. Despite how incredibly busy she had been corralling the city’s clergy, helping with the wounded from the attack, and spending most nights in bed with me and Tyris, I still wasn’t the least bit surprised to see that she had pulled out all the stops for this special night. From the very beginning, she had eagerly embraced all her duties as First Wife, but bringing other loyal females into her dragon’s harem was definitely the one she had been looking forward to the most.

The binding chamber itself was also just as I remembered it. In practice, the room was a private, fully furnished bedchamber where a dragon could claim a new wife. Sariss was currently standing at the center, where she had activated the ring of glowing glyphs and the lit candles spaced between them. Three coiled chains anchored to the floor rested outside the circle, waiting to be secured as bindings, and next to them was a small silver bowl filled with red ink.

“It is our greatest honor to bring more wives into your harem,” Sariss added. “Particularly those who have already proven worthy of your attention, your trust, and your seed.”

“Our?” I asked.

Sariss smiled and gestured behind me. Tyris was descending the stairs into the chamber, her bare feet almost noiseless on the stones. She was wearing nearly the exact same outfit as Sariss, albeit with dyed red fabric instead of blue. She had also traded her white warpaint for actual makeup. Not much, just a generous touch of black around her green eyes. She offered me her own bow once she had moved to stand next to Sariss.

“I hope that our appearance pleases you, my lord,” Sariss said.

“Greatly,” I replied, in what may have been the biggest understatement in Imperial history. I’d had both of them in bed with me three out of the last four nights, but it didn’t make the slightest bit of difference. I would never get tired of seeing them standing next to each other, their bare, flat bellies branded with my house symbol. My manhood rose to attention.

“Our bodies are your temple,” Tyris said, though she had clearly been coached by Sariss. “To be sanctified or defiled at your leisure.”

First one, then the other, I thought to myself. But as happy as I would have been to carry them both over to the bed and ravage them until morning, this night wasn’t actually about them. At least, not directly.

“You’ve both served me well,” I said, returning to the script of the binding ritual. “But the burdens of a dragon are great, and he requires many servants to help him fulfill his destiny.”

“And you shall have them,” Sariss said. “As you know, traditionally each new member of a dragon’s harem is supposed to receive her own full night of attention. But with circumstances as they are, I have decided to…improvise.”

I barely managed to repress a smile. I knew full well how vitally important traditions were to my First Wife, and how she intended—and desired—to run an efficient, disciplined household. It had probably bothered her a great deal when she realized how little time we had for proper proceedings.

But since my return, Sariss had also demonstrated a remarkable ability to adapt to new situations when circumstances required. One way or another, this was going to be an era of great change, not stubborn traditions, and we might as well embrace that here at home.

“Your new wives shall perform the binding ritual together,” Sariss added. “Do you object to this change, my lord?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head.

“Very well. Then it is time for them to join us.”

She gestured once more to the steps. This time when I turned, there were two women descending the stairs. Lathriel and Karethys moved in near unison, and my breath halted when I saw that they were also wearing similar outfits. Lath’s had been dyed green, and her bracelets and anklets were silver instead of gold. Karethys, by contrast, was wearing black, and her accessories were made of dark drow leather.

They were both so beautiful my heart swelled. Karethys’s black hair draped halfway down her back, while Lathriel’s brown tumble had been tied up high. They were roughly the same height and build, yet the contrast of their eyes, hair, and skin tone couldn’t have been more stark. Karethys looked especially radiant, as if our reunion two nights past had reinvigorated her spirit. I certainly hoped so, because it had definitely reinvigorated mine.

Lathriel, for her part, seemed weary. I wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t known her so well, but it made me wonder what “special training” my mother had put her through last night. She might not have gotten a wink of sleep.

“My lord,” they greeted in practiced unison, the same sly smile on both their faces as they curtseyed, then gracefully moved together into the ritual circle at the heart of the room.

“You have both served our lord well,” Sariss said, walking imperiously behind them like a drill instructor inspecting her troops. “But he requires more than your obedience. He demands true devotion, a bond forged in blood and seed.”

“Are you prepared to give your dragon everything?” Tyris asked, still standing outside the circle near the bowl of ink. “Your hearts? Your bodies?”

Sariss stopped between the two unbranded women. “Your wombs?”

“Obviously,” Lathriel muttered.

I snickered, but Sariss did not. Her blue eyes went hard, and even though Lath was looking the other way, she could clearly feel the heat of the First Wife’s glare.

“I mean yes,” Lathriel corrected. “Mistress.”

“Good,” Sariss said, holding her gaze for another few heartbeats before shifting her attention to the drow. “And you?”

“I always have been,” Karethys said.

“Then kneel before him.”

The two women obediently sank to their knees, and the sight of their pretty, made-up faces looking up at me brought a smile to my lips and a fresh surge of blood to my manhood. After all this time, all these years apart, they were finally, truly about to become mine.

“Good,” Sariss said. “Now bask in our lord’s power.”

At her look, I opened myself to the Aether and allowed its currents to churn through me. The glyphs demarcating the circle began to glow as the vatari dust within them fed upon my magic. When I had performed the binding ritual on Sariss, she had insisted upon embracing all the oldest traditions, including the literal chains attached to her collar and the recitations accompanying them. A pledge to Dalodir, to Solterys, to Zinshasa…

Until recently, I’d have expected her to perform the ritual the same way here, or at the very least an abridged version like when we’d bound Tyris to our union. But given everything that was happening—including the confusion about the gods and the entire Imperial religion—she had ultimately decided to focus on the most practical and important part of the ceremony.

Namely, the branding itself.

Once the glyphs were activated, Tyris lifted the bowl at her feet and handed it to me. After dipping my fingertip into the warm red ink, I crouched in front of the kneeling girls, then brought my finger to Lathriel’s taut stomach. I met her eyes as I traced the outline of the coiled Sorokar dragon around her navel, and I thought about all the times we had joked about this moment when I’d been courting her five years ago. It had often seemed like this glorious day would never come.

I repeated the process with Karethys, and I could see the tears brimming in her violet eyes as I marked her flawless gray skin with the rough outline of my symbol. This had also seemed like a day that would never come—the moment when I transformed her from obedient concubine into loyal wife.

“The mark of House Sorokar, the chosen protectors of Abethaal,” I said, fighting back against my own swell of emotions as I continued through the ritual’s script. “Binding your womb to me and me alone.”

“May it serve as a vessel for my lord’s power,” Karethys replied. “And a conduit to a glorious future for the Empire.”

I turned to Lathriel, but she simply shrugged and smiled. “Little late for me, don’t you think?”

Sariss cleared her throat. At the same time, I was reasonably certain I heard Tyris stifle a laugh.

“Sorry,” Lathriel murmured. “May it serve as a vessel for my lord’s power, and a conduit to a glorious future for the Empire.”

“Good,” Sariss said, placing one hand on each of their shoulders from behind. “Now, offer yourselves to our lord. Place your lives in his hands.”

Both women tilted their heads back, presenting me with an unobstructed view of their smooth, unblemished necks. In response, I partially ignited my dragon blood, allowing my hand to transform into a draconic claw. Carefully, delicately, I dragged the razor-sharp tip across Karethys’s gray throat, breaching her skin without slicing the artery beneath. I gathered several droplets of blood on the claw, then returned to her belly.

“A bond forged in blood,” I said. “Sanctified by Lahara’s will.”

The ink sizzled as it reacted to her sorcerous blood, Karethys inhaling with excitement. When I repeated the process with Lathriel, it remained inert. I smiled at her reassuringly. Distantly, I wondered how long it had been since a dragon had combined his blood with a nugûl female. It hadn’t been all that uncommon in ancient times, but since the dawn of the Drought, it was unthinkable.

“Now, to forge the bond in the dragon’s seed,” Sariss said. She nodded to Tyris, and I felt the Vorskai girl move up behind me and slide her arms around my chest, yet never come into contact with my body. She touched the glamour stone around my neck, dispelling my illusory clothing and revealing my stiff, throbbing manhood for all to see.

Karethys’s and Lathriel’s eyes fastened upon the proof of my desire, tongues darting across lips with hungry anticipation.

Though I heard Tyris’s breath ever so slightly hasten by my ear to be so close to my nakedness, she remained properly solemn as she let her hand drift back down my body. As her fingers curled around my shaft, I felt the same delightful rush of energy whenever our bodies made contact.

I was uncertain how Sariss intended to proceed with this particular part of the ritual. Both she and Tyris had taken my manhood into their mouths until I spilled, as was tradition. The choreography seemed more complicated with a joint wedding, and it wouldn’t have surprised me if my First Wife simply instructed Tyris to stroke me until I burst over them. That way, Lathriel and Karethys could easily share in the bounty and let my seed seal their brands.

But I should have known that Sariss wouldn’t let them off that easily. Every step of the binding ritual had a purpose, and this part was an opportunity for wives to demonstrate their ability to please their dragon.

Karethys leaned forward first, her lips parting to receive my cock as Tyris offered it to her. I moaned contently as my head disappeared, and again when the silky warm wetness of her tongue flicked over my tip. Tradition or not, this challenge wasn’t quite fair when it involved a concubine who knew exactly how to make me spill. The taste of my seed was as familiar to her than any food.

Not that I was complaining. I could feel the eruption building as she eagerly took me deeper, the suction of her throat tugging at my shaft while her glimmering violet eyes stayed locked on mine. I wondered if she planned to bring me off herself before giving me to Lathriel, but that assumption also proved premature. Karethys leaned away before she swallowed my full length, then gave an inviting smile to the woman next to her.

Lathriel leaned in and took her place, first using her tongue to caress my tip, tasting the blend of Karethys and the drops of my essence already leaking there, before taking me inside her faeyn lips. While I basked in the heat of her mouth sliding down my shaft, Karethys ducked low and engulfed one of my testicles, making me gasp.

Lightheaded, I swayed, but Tyris steadied me. It wasn’t only the warm sensations that had me enthralled, but the devotion. In every suckle of my pouch by Karethys, every inch that vanished deeper into Lathriel’s mouth, I could feel that the pair of them loved me. Wanted me. And I loved and wanted them in turn.

The two girls soon entered a rhythm of rotating back and forth, one swallowing me while the other licked my shaft or balls. Wet sounds and heavy breaths filled the air as their bobbing heads and questing tongues grew more passionate. Pleasure radiated through me as the stimulation intensified, each switch driving me higher as I felt the unique differences they brought to their tasks. Karethys could take me deeper, and seemed to revel in nearly choking herself on my length, squeezing my tip with her throat muscles while she gagged and gurgled. Lathriel took long, savoring licks of my balls and sometimes drew both into her mouth, worshiping them with gentle sucks as if they held something precious. All the while, Tyris rubbed and scratched my back, and I could hear her own breaths quickening as she took in the view.

Sariss had the most discipline of all of them, naturally, but even she couldn’t quite contain her excitement. Her slender legs were pressed together, and while she kept her expression flat and judgmental, I occasionally caught her biting down on her lower lip to stifle her own arousal, especially when my gasps made it clear I couldn’t hold back much longer.

Tradition forbade me from giving an audible warning, though it wasn’t as if the girls needed it. I was buried halfway down Karethys’s throat when I felt the abyss beckoning. My breaths turned heavy, my pulse pounded…

Karethys pulled back just in time, and Sariss pushed her head together with Lathriel’s. My spine went rigid, but I managed to keep my eyes from closing. The two girls looked up at me, mouths open and waiting, while Tyris’s hand slipped around my waist to grip my shaft and help aim my barrage.

Whatever modest worries I had about still being drained after my other recent adventures were quickly put to rest when the first thick volley splashed over their noses and chins. Lathriel was so shocked she might have jerked away if Sariss hadn’t held her in place, but Karethys didn’t even flinch when I blasted her again and again. Groaning, lost in my own ecstasy, the sight of Tyris directing my plentiful bounty made my climax stretch longer. Ropes of seed streaked foreheads, eyes, cheeks…

Both of their made-up faces were a gooey mess once I was spent, and Karethys immediately tilted her head forward to let my seed slide down her gray flesh, between the swells of her breasts. The creamy stream sizzled when it reached the ink on her stomach, like oil meeting flame.

Karethys bore the pain with clear rapture. Chest heaving with ragged gasps, she seemed unable to tear her eyes from the Sorokar mark being seared into her skin, branding her as mine. When the sizzling faded and my coiled dragon appeared around her navel, she smiled like someone who was finally complete.

But while Karethys looked content, Lathriel still seemed stunned. She hadn’t moved since I’d finished; she was still locked in place, my seed covering her lips and dribbling off her chin. Her hands were trembling at her sides, and her eyelids had begun fluttering rapidly. It was as if she were caught in a moment of bliss…

Then she threw back her head and gasped, and a glowing blue latticework of vatari tattoos appeared beneath her pale flesh. I froze in shock, and I felt Tyris do the same behind me. Sariss audibly inhaled, and even Karethys, caught in the throes of her own joy, turned and looked at the other woman in disbelief.

Dragon Bride. My mother had given Lathriel the markings of a Dragon Bride.

“Oh, gods,” Lathriel panted, her entire body quaking. “I can’t…I can’t…ooh!”

She convulsed in climax, squealing in ecstasy as she collapsed onto her back, and Sariss barely caught her head before it hit the stone floor. Lath seemed as if she were trapped in a seizure of bliss as her markings fed upon the draconic energy in my seed.

I cautiously knelt over her, speechless. I had spent enough time studying the Blade Dancers and their techniques to understand that vatari tattoos could be “fed” in all sorts of ways, from absorbing spells to draining charged crystals to…well, to this. The blood, seed, or saliva of a sorcerer could fuel the tattoos for some time, and the feeding process from direct sources was rumored to be quite intense.

I had never seen it in person, but Lathriel looked as if she were caught in a never-ending climax. We all watched her with equal parts concern and amazement. The intricate runes and whorls were undeniably beautiful, encircling her limbs and adorning her torso with masterful artistry, leaving only a conspicuous blank spot at her navel. But none of us had ever expected to see them on Lathriel…

“Zor kalah,” Tyris breathed. “Does she require healing?”

“No,” Karethys replied, shaking her head. She looked as stunned as I felt. “Just time.”

It must have taken a whole minute before Lathriel’s mind returned to her body. Her hazel eyes looked up at the rest of us, and her cheeks turned red as a flash of embarrassment followed her recognition.

“Um,” she murmured, her tongue flicking across the seed still on her lips. “That was…unexpected.”

“When?” I managed, the shock wearing off, replaced by horror. “Why?”

“Because…” Lathriel swallowed heavily and braced herself. “Because we’re going to need all the help we can get to stop the Godsworn.”

I clenched my teeth at an awful thought. “Did my mother force you to—”

“She didn’t force me to do anything,” Lathriel insisted. “This was my choice, Alamir. And I don’t regret it. Especially not now.”

She held her fingers up in front of her face as she continued trying to catch her breath. The markings spiraled across her forearms and went all the way up the back of her hand.

“I’ve never felt anything like this,” she breathed. “I didn’t think it was possible to feel anything like this. It’s incredible.”

“Why didn’t you tell us?” Sariss asked, looking concerned and annoyed at the same time.

Lathriel’s cheeks flushed red again. “I wanted it to be a surprise. I-I knew they would reveal themselves, but I didn’t think…I didn’t think they would do this. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to disrupt the ritual.”

“Forget about that—are you all right?” I asked, squeezing her arm. “The marking process is supposed to be agonizing.”

“It wasn’t pleasant,” Lathriel admitted, a haunted shadow crossing her face. “But it was necessary. Trust me.”

Her eyes had turned sober and serious. A small part of me—dwarfed by the part that felt awful over what she’d endured—was upset that she hadn’t said anything, though I was more annoyed that my mother hadn’t said anything, since it had obviously been her idea.

“The Echo?” I asked.

Lathriel smiled. “The pain is gone,” she said, reaching up to caress my cheek. “I feel amazing, Alamir. I’ve never felt stronger in my life!”

As she leaned up, the strands of seed still clinging to her chin fell onto her chest and stubbornly clung, dribbling down the green fabric covering the slopes of her breasts but going nowhere near the ink on her belly. It was probably too late for the warm river to seal her brand like it had with Karethys.

“Um,” she muttered. “I’m not sure what to—”

“It seems I must constantly remind you of the proper wifely behavior,” Sariss interrupted. “You are fortunate I am so lenient.”

Reaching out her fingers, the priestess gathered a glob from Lathriel’s chin, then brought it directly to the brand. The ink sizzled, and Lathriel sucked in a gasp as the Sorokar symbol began to glow alongside her other markings. The bright red was a stark contrast to the haunting blue.

“They are beautiful,” Tyris whispered, watching over my shoulder.

“And powerful,” Karethys added, leaning closer to inspect them where she knelt. “When feeding from her mate, a Dragon Bride is nearly unstoppable.”

“Like I said, we’re going to need all the advantages we can get,” Lathriel managed as she watched the brand glow. I squeezed Lathriel’s hand, though the pain hardly seemed to faze her. When the sizzling stopped, she shifted her eyes back to Sariss. “I deeply apologize, Mistress. I didn’t know exactly what would happen, and I wouldn’t have—”

“Enough,” Sariss said. “I will discipline you at a later date.”

Lathriel raised a dark eyebrow, and I saw the faintest hint of a smile on the priestess’s lips. I found myself wondering what this “discipline” would entail…and whether I should be there to enjoy watching Sariss mete it out.

“The ritual is not yet complete,” Sariss said. “You must both embrace your destiny as our lord’s wife…and our sister.”

The priestess reached out to touch Karethys’s gray cheek, then pulled her in for a kiss. They kept their mouths open enough that I could see their tongues swirling together, and Karethys then repeated the kiss with Tyris, who met it with eager hunger. Before she could do the same with Lathriel, Sariss held up a finger for her to wait. She kissed the ranger first instead, a longer, claiming kiss, then offered her to Tyris.

“Oh!” Lathriel gasped the moment her tongue touched the Vorskai’s.

“Is something wrong?” Tyris asked, her brow creasing as Lathriel hesitated, their faces inches apart.

“No, it’s just…” Lathriel licked her lips. “Your power, it’s…come here!”

She pulled their faces back together, and her vatari markings grew brighter. I hoped they didn’t have a limit for how much energy they could absorb, otherwise they might explode. Tyris moaned into the kiss, turning her head to delve deeper into the faeyn’s mouth. Karethys looked on with outward patience, but her tongue darted across her lips.

“Mmm…” Lathriel cooed when she finally leaned back, her eyelids fluttering wildly again. “Gods, you taste incredible!”

Tyris smiled brightly, but Sariss cleared her throat.

“You must focus,” she said, though the quiver in her voice—and subtle flush in her cheeks—told me that she was as hot as a volcano about to explode herself.

“Right,” Lathriel said, turning to Karethys. The drow snickered as she leaned forward, and they shared their own first kiss. A long, delicate one that lasted an entire steamy minute.

“A duty bound by honor and sealed in blood and seed,” Sariss intoned. “We serve our lord as one. And we carry his legacy into the future.”

The other three girls all looked at each other as if they were on the verge of giggling…or perhaps diving on top of each other. As beautiful and perfect as they had all been before, they looked even better now with the same red brand on all four of their flat bellies.

It had taken five years and two lifetimes, but I had finally assembled the harem I’d been dreaming about. Four gorgeous, capable women, all ready to stand at my side no matter what the future held.

“Is that it?” Lathriel asked. “Are we finished?”

Sariss nodded. “That completes the branding portion of abridged ritual, yes. But he must still—”

“Thank the goddess,” Lathriel interrupted as she looked up at me. “So you’re saying he may now fuck the brides?”

“He’d better!” Karethys said. “But we never figured out who gets to go first.”

Sariss considered. “I am not aware of any precedent given the unusual circumstances. But as you have not yet borne our lord a child, I believe the honor goes to you.”

“Better get started with her, then,” Lathriel teased. “We’ll entertain ourselves.”

She pulled Tyris back over to give her a kiss. Lath moaned when their tongues touched, and her vatari tattoos flashed contentedly as she fed upon the girl’s immense power. I had a sneaking suspicion it might be difficult to keep the two of them apart in the future…

But for now, I just smiled as I helped Karethys to her feet. As we kissed, Sariss unclipped the other woman’s bra and loincloth, letting them fall to the floor.

I paused to drink in the sight of Karethys’s svelte, naked body with my brand emblazoned proudly upon her stomach. Her nipples were hard. Wetness glistened on her inner thighs, and the pretty, puffy lips of her sex were petaled open invitingly, exposing their sensitive pink treasure.

Lust coursing through me, I picked Karethys up in my arms, and she wrapped her legs tightly around my waist as I carried her to the bed in the corner—a bed I hadn’t seen since I had claimed Sariss five years ago. The head of my manhood partially slipped into her as I moved, as if drawn to my former concubine’s cunt like a magnet, and I pushed my full length inside the moment she was lying beneath me.

“Alamir,” she cooed as my hips began to thrust. “My husband.”

“Karethys,” I whispered back, brushing my nose against hers. “My wife.”

The word sent a ripple of delight cascading through her body, making her carnal walls clench me tightly. Sariss, exercising her right as First Wife, joined us right away, first by kissing the drow woman, then by leaning down to massage and suckle her dark nipples. Straightening to grant her room, I kept my rhythm slow and methodical, determined to enjoy every moment of our first “official” coupling. My heart swelled each time I looked down at that beautiful brand on her belly, and I couldn’t wait to see it—and all the others in this room—swell from the children I put inside them.

My harem. My wives.

The future of the Avetharri Empire.

“Plynn uns’aa!” Karethys begged while Sariss pinched her nipples, giving the stiff buds impish tugs. Her inner muscles pulsed, squeezing me like a velvet fist. “Harder!”

Putting my hands beneath her knees, I folded her legs back beside her head while I relentlessly hammered into her wet, clinging core. The new position let me go deeper than ever, and the spasms of her walls intensified with each thrust that kissed her cervix. Her frantic moans pushed me rapidly toward the abyss, but I looked to Sariss for permission to officially complete the ritual.

“Receive the gift of our lord’s seed,” she said, taking one of Karethys’s hands. “May it swiftly blossom within you.”

“Please,” Karethys begged. “Morfeth uns’aa dossta!”

With a harsh, guttural growl, I exploded deep inside her, filling her to the brim and beyond. She arched in ecstasy, climaxing with a wail. I had never seen anything like the look of utter joy and contentment on her face when I slumped upon her, thoroughly spent.

But as Karethys and I struggled for breath, sharing the perfect moment we’d both dreamed about for years, I heard Tyris cry out so loudly I couldn’t help but look. And when I saw Lathriel feasting greedily on the supine girl’s quim, loincloth-covered ass raised in my direction in what could only be a deliberate provocation, I knew that the night had only just begun.


Interlude
Talona


Another wave of blue light cascaded through the crystal clusters embedded in the rocky wall, creating a beautiful, hypnotic pattern that put a smile on Talona’s face. She hadn’t even touched the crystals this time—the raw vatari in this recently excavated cavern seemed to have latent Aetheric energy thrumming within. She hadn’t known that such a thing was possible, but it was yet another sign that they were getting closer and closer to her goddess.

And that soon, she and Illisaya would finally be together as one.

“Do you even know I’m here?” Talona asked as she slowly walked through the narrow, unmined tunnel. “Can you sense me? Can you sense anything?”

As always, the Eternal Lady remained frustratingly silent. Was Illisaya so weak that she couldn’t communicate? Or was she truly dead, and the crystallized remnants of her blood were all that remained?

Either way, Talona would know the answer soon, and she was both anticipating and dreading that moment. Dathiel had assured her that Illisaya’s Godsoul was here in Selod Maril, and the fact that the vatari buried this deep had unique properties seemed to validate his claim. But she feared that time may not have been as kind to the Eternal Lady as her name would suggest.

“Your nourishing embrace is needed, now more than ever,” Talona said, her voice echoing softly through the narrow shaft. “The Avetharri have tainted so much of the world that it will never heal without your touch.”

A loud rumble from below shook the mines, and Talona could hear the workers shouting in the distance. They had only dug out this tunnel a few days earlier, then continued onward without rest. The combination of raw manpower and the endurance-restoring magic of the Raveners had increased productivity far beyond what they had originally anticipated.

Though every time she saw the workers, she realized there was more to the story than magic and muscle. While plenty of the men were still being coerced to serve, many were now laboring of their own volition. Some of those dying had worked themselves to death. For the first time in their lives, these dustborn had been promised a future free of the Empire’s tyranny. They truly believed that when they liberated Illisaya from her earthly prison, they would be rewarded with freedom, power, and perhaps immortality.

Faith—real faith, in real gods—was a weapon the Avetharri had forgotten. And the Godsworn would soon remind them that it was more powerful than any sword, army, or false dragon they could summon.

Yet you still have doubts, she thought to herself. They fester inside you like a plague.

Talona grimaced. She had been steadily growing more anxious by the day, to the point she had barely been able to sleep the past two nights. Initially, she had blamed the roiling tension in her gut on the fact that their operation had been infiltrated by Sovereign Sorokar’s spies. Dathiel had been furious, naturally, as had his Raveners. But the truth of the matter was that there was nothing the Avetharri could do to stop them before they reached Illisaya.

No, Talona’s concerns went far beyond this operation. She was worried about what would happen to her when she was finally able to commune with the Godsoul. Dathiel had promised her that she would be granted power beyond anything mortals had ever possessed, to the point she would practically become divine herself. She would be able to fully restore his withering body, empower their followers across Varellon, and finally take her vengeance on the Vaz Gorati. And after ten thousand years, the reign of the Wyrm Lords and their corrupt empire would finally come crashing down.

But Talona had her doubts. Not just about surviving the process, but about Dathiel himself. His body had been deteriorating more rapidly ever since he had been wounded by the Wraithblade, and he was growing steadily more cruel and less patient as time passed. What if even Illisaya’s lingering power wasn’t enough to heal him?

What if, just like in the distant past, the servants of Dathiel and Illisaya stopped being allies and instead became enemies?

The threat had loomed large in the back of Talona’s mind ever since her followers had discovered the Fenathan. That ancient temple had been the discovery of a generation, but it had also raised countless questions. The Godsworn had always been a loose association of rebels rather than a singular movement—it was the only way they had been able to survive. But the relics and records in that temple had made many of her Eternal Wardens start to question whether they should be working with the Raveners at all. They probably wouldn’t be, if they had been able to capture Selod Maril themselves.

But that simply wouldn’t have been possible. Being able to draw upon Dathiel’s power and commune with him directly had opened up a world of opportunities they had never imagined before. Talona wouldn’t have been standing here in Illisaya’s final resting place without him or his followers.

And yet…

Pushing aside the thought, Talona continued through the shaft. She couldn’t afford to allow her lingering doubts to sabotage this moment. She planned to give the miners a blessing this morning, especially those who had felt the lash of the Raveners. The more she mended their wounds, the more reverently they whispered Illisaya’s name. And when she finally merged with the Godsoul, they might very well become her supplicants rather than Dathiel’s…

Another tremor rattled through the mines, this one strong enough that Talona nearly lost her balance. She stumbled sideways and braced herself against the wall—

And the moment her hand touched the raw vatari, she felt a surge of power in the Aether unlike anything she had ever experienced. Her body froze, her breath locked into her throat, and her mind filled with images so numerous and intense they were an overwhelming blur.

But as the seconds ticked by, some of the images sharpened. All of a sudden, she felt as though she were standing atop a mountain looking out upon the surrounding lands beneath her. Lush fields and forests, virgin soil unspoiled by civilization or the Drought. The view reminded her a great deal of her woodland home of Falinor. Had the vatari had somehow triggered a vision?

As the image continued to sharpen, Talona realized she was actually looking out upon Abethaal from a high vantage here in Selod Maril. Everything looked different because the Drought hadn’t yet spread. That was when she realized this wasn’t a vision—it was a memory.

A memory trapped in the vatari.

“My lady,” Talona gasped, clinging to the wall. “Is this…is this you?”

Illisaya remained silent, but the memory searing into Talona’s vision shifted. She was now standing atop a different perch overlooking a vast, fertile mountain valley—Lahara’s Cradle, long beforeTel Kithas had been founded. As she shifted her gaze about, trying to take in more of the scenery, Talona saw green scales at the edge of her vision. Looking down at her feet, she saw draconic legs and talons attached to a massive body—her body. A great emerald wyrm the size of a mountain summit.

She wasn’t alone. Two others were perched upon the mountain with her: one a brilliant, shimmering silver and the other a resplendent gold. The other wyrms were tense but ready; their talons sunk into the rocks as if they were prepared to launch into the sky at any instant. Their enemies were close now…

And then the fight was upon them. Three other wyrms streaked over the valley—one blue, one black, one bright red. The Destroyer, the Dominator, and the Dread Wyrm, all fighting to protect the world-that-was from the world-that-ought-to-be. The battle itself was furious; Talona felt surges of determination but also of despair. As claws drew blood and flames charred scales, she could feel all hope fading.

Escar’s gambit would work, but it would cost them everything. And there would be no going back. The madness of the Dread Wyrm had to be stopped.

For mortals to survive, the gods must die.

Talona inhaled sharply, and as her eyes refocused, she once again found herself standing in the mining tunnel surrounded by the rippling blue lights of the crystals. But this time, she wasn’t alone.

“Priestess? Can you hear me?”

“What?” she snarled as she turned around.

She must have sounded furious, because the speaker—one of her people, a faeyn servant of Illisaya—jerked backward in surprise. But he was too excited to take it personally.

“The miners have unearthed the chamber, Priestess,” the man said.

Talona blinked and looked around the tunnel, wondering how long she had been communing with the vatari. Her body was stiff enough that she must have been standing still for several minutes, maybe half an hour.

“Already?” she managed, clearing her throat.

“Breaking through the last layer was easier than anticipated. I wanted to come fetch you right away, but the Raveners…they insisted we wait for them to tell Lord Dathiel first.”

Talona’s throat tightened. “What?”

“I managed to sneak away, but the Raveners went to inform their master. They seemed determined to let him get to the Godsoul first.”

Her throat turned to sand, and a wave of dread crashed over her. She had no idea how Dathiel could even fit into the mines, but if the Dread Wyrm were somehow able to claim Illisaya’s power before she did…

“I will head back to the chamber,” Talona said. “Fetch every loyalist you can and meet me there.”

Swallowing the wave of bile rising in her throat, she took one last look at the shimmering blue crystals, then balled her hands into fists.

“And tell them to be ready to fight.”


12
The Assault


My original binding ritual with Sariss had left me tired but satisfied. The second with both her and Tyris at the same time had left me joyous but drained. The unbridled orgy last night, by contrast, had reduced me to little more than a husk.

A smiling, giddy, euphoric husk.

Without Sariss’s magic and Tyris’s innate energy, I wouldn’t have survived the night intact. But with both of them there to restore me—and four beautiful, naked, wet bodies there to inspire me—I managed to fulfill my husbandly duties in a manner worthy of the history books. I finished inside and on each of my wives at least once, and they gleefully entertained one another whenever I was busy. The bed, the floor, against the wall—I took them anywhere and everywhere, with nothing held back.

As the night progressed, it also became clear this would soon be a regular occurrence. Karethys effortlessly fell into the role of teacher by sharing her intimate knowledge of my body and preferences. The other girls proved eager to learn and put into practice each lesson, and there were times when I felt like a specimen in an apothecary’s lab. But any such concerns evaporated the instant my cock disappeared down one of their clinging throats or inside one of their tight cunts.

My only regret was that we didn’t have more time alone together to truly let ourselves go for days at a time. I now understood the rumors of legendary debauchery at the highest levels of the Empire. Given the severity and importance of the task before us, however, we all accepted the need to get some rest before morning. Sariss, always the responsible one, eventually led us from the palace to the private bathhouse she had arranged before sending us off to bed.

We only got a few hours of sleep before dawn, but it was better than nothing. All of us were dressed and ready by morning, however, and after getting fitted with a tough but exquisite new grishnok-hide saddle, I flew the girls south to the small plateau overlooking the mouth of the valley. In the distance, I could hear the sounds of my gathered armies mustering. Soon, they would leave their encampment and march down this road on their way to Selod Maril.

My mother was waiting for us when I landed. Most of the elite force she had assembled for her underground assault was gathered elsewhere, but there were a few drow warriors and sorcerers with her now—Teviss officers, most likely, discussing the final details of their plans. This would be the last time we’d be able to speak before the battle with Dathiel was upon us.

And if the fight goes badly, I thought darkly, it might be the last time we speak at all.

I tried to bury the thought as the girls dismounted. I remained in my dragon form, as I likely would all day—the saddle was comfortable but too laborious to remove and reattach in a pinch.

“An incredible view,” Karethys commented as she moved to the end of the plateau and looked back into Lahara’s Cradle. “I’ve never seen it from this perspective.”

“Guess that means you need to fly around more,” Lathriel commented. “Too much time underground.”

“I suppose so.”

“Don’t worry. When this is over, I’ll take you around the province on Vilyanos.”

Karethys arched a black eyebrow. “Why not ride our husband?”

“He’s stubborn and harder to steer,” Lathriel said. “Besides, we may have ridden him too much already.”

They shared a girlish giggle. I was pleased to see them getting on so well, since they had barely known each other back in the day. It likely helped that they had gotten each other off several times last night.

While my mother finished her conversation with her advisors, I shifted my own gaze back into the valley. My army came marching out of the city in perfect columns, one after another. They flowed toward the exit of Lahara’s Cradle like a river of burnished steel, and I couldn’t help but feel a swell of pride at the sight of all the disparate house banners moving together. As a boy, I had all too often dreamt about leading such an army into battle. The enemy had always been nebulous, because it hadn’t been about conquest or vengeance. I had wanted to be the uniter—the hero—who could bring sweeping changes to Abethaal and the Empire after centuries of corruption and stagnation. My destiny had all seemed so obvious. So easy.

It had taken death to cure me of that naive fantasy. But here in this second life of mine, I finally had an opportunity to make it real.

“The scouts have moved ahead to prepare a camp before the edge of the Droughtlands,” Irileth said after she’d walked over to us. “Unfortunately, cover will be quite limited. It might be best to head east and seek shelter in the forest overnight.”

“Except it would add half a day to the march, if not more,” I said. “We can’t afford the time. We’ll just have to hope that Taluun’s arcanists can shield our forces as well as they claim. Besides, if Dathiel wishes to challenge me in the open again, I’ll happily take the opportunity to gut him properly and send his soul back to the Pale.”

My mother didn’t quite smile, but I could see the approval on her features nonetheless. “So you are ready for this. Good.”

I snorted, the sound like the snap of a ballista. “Another test?”

“That’s all life is.”

Irileth turned to look at my wives, four young women who now shared the same Sorokar brand that she wore. They looked back, steady and united.

“We are ready when you are, Mistress,” Karethys said. “We will need to set off shortly if we hope to keep pace with the army.”

“Indeed,” Irileth said, her red eyes fixating on Sariss. “You are certain you wish to accompany us? It may be easier for you to travel with the army.”

“Or stay here where it’s safe,” Lathriel suggested, not unkindly.

“If we fail, nowhere will be safe,” Sariss replied pointedly, her long blond hair and Vaz Gorati robe rustling in the morning wind. “Besides, if my lord and his harem are marching to war, then I must accompany them.”

I could hear the steely determination in her voice, and I wondered how much of her decision had been influenced by the fact that she’d failed to stop Talona in Sethuil.

Regardless, I didn’t like the idea of any of my wives putting themselves in danger, but at least the other three were all trained warriors with plenty of combat experience. Sariss was the lone exception; she didn’t know how to hold a blade, let alone swing one.

“The army will have many apothecaries and healers with them,” she added. “The infiltration team will not. My powers will be of great use.”

“I’m sure they will,” Lathriel said, sliding her arm affectionately around the other woman’s waist, then looking up at me. “We’ll keep her safe, don’t worry.”

“I’m not,” I told her. And surprisingly, even to myself, I actually believed it. As dangerous as their mission would be, they would be supported by our most elite forces and have an exit strategy back into the Underworld if something went wrong. Those of us who were topside wouldn’t have the same luxury. It would be all or nothing.

“Go ahead and meet with the others,” Irileth said. “I require a few moments alone with my son.”

My wives nodded and looked back at me. We had mostly said our goodbyes this morning over breakfast, and given how much of a pain it would be to reattach my saddle, I knew I shouldn’t have shifted back into my elven form. But I couldn’t resist the urge to embrace them again, so I did it anyway.

Every one of them had the same look in their eyes—fear tempered with resolve. They understood the stakes of this fight, and they knew exactly how difficult it would be. But they also knew that just beyond it waited a difficult future, but also a bright one. And they all wanted to face it together.

Lathriel was the last to embrace me, and she held me close after our kiss.

“When this is over, I’ll take you to our son,” she whispered. “He’ll be proud of his father.”

“Not as proud as he will of his mother, I’ll bet,” I said, looking deep into her hazel eyes. “Good luck.”

“You, too. Just…um, just give me one last bit of energy before I go…”

She kissed me again, embarrassingly deeply this time, and she moaned softly as her new tattoos drank from my well of power. I had to push her away before things got out of hand, and her cheeks went red even as the visible tattoos on her arms and stomach began to glow blue.

“Damn,” Lathriel breathed. “Sure you don’t want to come with us?”

Snickering, I gave her hand a squeeze, then smiled longingly at the others as they moved across the plateau to join the Teviss officers. Tyris followed them for the moment to give my mother and I some privacy.

“Well,” I said, staying in my elven form as I turned all my attention back to Irileth, “seems unfair we have to part ways again so soon.”

“Life is rarely fair,” she said. Yet despite the no-nonsense tone in her voice, I could see the frustration in her eyes. She was just better at hiding it.

“If only Father were here. We could use his help.”

“He’s providing it to us, in his own way.” Irileth cast her gaze down to the army marching toward the mouth of the valley below. “But he always knew you would rise to the challenge one day.”

“You don’t need to lie on my behalf, certainly not now,” I said. “I’m well aware that Father didn’t think I was up to the challenge of being Sovereign. He didn’t believe that I’d be able to make difficult decisions—he thought I was weak and naive.”

“You’re right. He did.”

I grimaced. I shouldn’t have been surprised by my mother’s bluntness by now, but somehow the truth still felt like a splash of cold water on my face.

“Well, I suppose it’s good to hear you admit it,” I said. “Might as well lay everything on the table before—”

“You don’t understand, Alamir,” Irileth interrupted. “Your father was deeply worried—about Abethaal, about the Drought, about the future of the Empire. There was so much at stake, and he’d spent nearly his entire term as Sovereign watching it all slip away. The Droughtlands were growing, the dustborn were rioting, and the most vital bloodlines in the Empire were dying out. And he hadn’t been able to stop any of it.”

She drew in a deep breath, and I saw a rare moment of vulnerability on her face. “He feared your weakness because he saw it in himself. He was the one who had struggled to produce an heir. He was the one who had trusted the wrong people and lost influence. He was the one who had chosen violence against the dustborn.”

Irileth reached up and placed a hand on my face. “You are not your father, Alamir. And soon, you’re going to prove that to everyone. Yourself most of all.”

I couldn’t recall the last time that my mother had embraced me in public, but she didn’t hesitate to do so now. I hugged her back, and when she finally pulled away, there was no fear or sorrow or regret in her red eyes, just pride.

“Now go,” Irileth said. “And save our Empire.”
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My army marched hard all day and part of the evening. I flew ahead of them most of the time, though never so far that I couldn’t swoop back if they came under threat. Taluun’s sorcerers were prepared to project Aetheric barriers over the soldiers at the first sign of trouble, and I wouldn’t have doubted their ability to defend a vulnerable army against any normal dragon. But Dathiel was the antithesis of a normal dragon, and I wasn’t about to give a rogue god the chance to fly in and raze my army while I was off scouting.

A part of me earnestly wanted him to attack, though, if only so Tyris and I could take another stab at him without anyone else getting hurt or killed. If we miraculously managed to kill him, this war would be over then and there. The Godsworn forces would surely break without him, and the Mandar and slave armies defending Selod Maril surely wouldn’t fight to the death without a dragon of their own to defend them.

But Dathiel didn’t take the bait, nor did he send any of the wyverns at Selod Maril to engage us. Everything went smoothly, and thanks to my mother’s allies, the camp was already waiting for us when we arrived.

It was an odd sort of camp—more like several outposts spread out over a wide area than a consolidated position. Each part was ringed by its own ditch dug by magic but no stockade. It wasn’t threats from the ground they had to worry about.

I continued circling overhead for some time as the various house armies moved into their designated areas. I hadn’t segregated them out of fear that they wouldn’t get along—though that was conceivable given the ad hoc nature of this coalition—but because of an old military wisdom now referred to as “becoming dragonbait.” Many forces who had challenged the Empire over the ages had quickly and fatally learned the folly of having all their men packed together. It was part of the reason the Vorskai had been so successful. After Dragonfall, they had fled into the mountains and never allowed themselves to be attacked so easily again.

At least, not until today. Tyris had sent them a message days ago, and the Mosh’Dalar had promised to honor his pledge and aid our cause. His forces were planning to meet us here tonight, though we hadn’t noticed any sign of Vorskai warriors or their griffons while scouting ahead. Since I couldn’t fathom a world where the Mosh’Dalar wouldn’t come to aid the man he considered the Dragon Messiah, I had to assume they’d been delayed.

Just when I’d decided to finally land in the center-most camp and call a war council, a horn sounded to the west. I headed in that direction with several Skywatch wyverns, and we soon spotted the band of Ashreaver warriors marching toward the camp. They weren’t all that many in number—a few hundred at most—but they were still a welcome sight.

Chieftess Mokka had come through.

I let out a thunderous roar as soared over them—not to frighten them, but as a demonstration of strength. They answered with a roar of their own, not as loud but still impressive. I understood Borkesh’s people well, and I was grateful that they’d come. I had a very particular strategy in mind for them, though it would also require aid from the Vorskai…

Tyris’s people did indeed arrive later, though not overground as I had foolishly anticipated. Instead, they emerged from within a concealed gorm tunnel a few miles south of the camp. They had their thresk with them as well as their griffons. I was amazed that they’d managed to get the temperamental creatures working together so easily, considering that griffons were fond of snatching and eating wild thresks in the mountains. Even experienced faeyn rangers would have struggled to achieve such a feat without magic of their own.

Perhaps an hour later, as the cooking fires blazed and the armies settled in for the night, I summoned my advisors to the war tent. General Elyon was there along with some of his officers, and I also invited Borkesh, Mokka, and the Mosh’Dalar to represent their people. Elyon and I had already gone over the details over the past few days, but it was critical to ensure that our new allies understood the specifics…as well as the stakes.

“The wyvern scouts haven’t reported any major changes, my lord,” Elyon said, his voice deep and powerful in his dragon knight form. His armor gleamed, freshly cleaned of dust from the march. “They surely know that we’re coming, but they don’t seem to care.”

I nodded soberly. One of Taluun’s sorcerers was standing beside the general, his palm held open as he created an illusory projection of Selod Maril atop the war table. We could see every part of the fort quite clearly, including the wall sealing in the crater and the defense towers and wyvern roosts behind it. The sprawling settlement inside the walls was practically a town now, with all kinds of permanent structures and tens of thousands of people. Krynn had really transformed it in a relatively short period of time, and not for the better.

“I’ll keep this simple,” I said, my normal voice sounding strange to my ears after spending nearly the entire day as a dragon. “We’re not trying to breach the walls and fight our way inside. Even if we had siege weapons, they would take a long time to wear down the Aetheric barriers the enemy will inevitably erect over the battlements. And while we do have many combat-trained sorcerers of our own, I’m not going to risk them Flensing themselves early in the battle by blasting the shield. Their job will be to protect our forces if and when the great wyrm emerges to attack.”

I drew in a deep breath, then pointed at the fortress wall. “Our task tomorrow is straightforward: we’re going to hold the enemy’s attention while our underground force penetrates the mines from within.”

“The question is how you intend to draw their attention without an attack, my lord,” one of the Teviss officers, a man with a huge scar on his right cheek, put in. “The great wyrm could simply ignore us.”

“I didn’t say we wouldn’t attack—I just said we aren’t trying to break through.” I pointed at the main wall. “I will attack the towers with some Skywatch riders and battle sorcerers. I doubt we’ll inflict much damage in a single run, but it will definitely get their attention. And more importantly, it will keep them from paying attention to our second infiltration team.”

“Second team?” Borkesh asked.

“The Ashreavers and the Vorskai are very familiar with fighting in mountainous terrain—far more than the Avetharri and the drow, if we’re being honest. I intend to put that skill to use.”

“We are ready to serve the Fakash Tal’Shira,” the Mosh’Dalar said, his tribal garments and sun-beaten face looking wildly out of place here among the glittering Avetharri elite. “What is your plan?”

“While I lead a frontal assault, several of our griffons and wyverns will carry groups of Ashreavers and Vorskai on a flanking maneuver.” I pointed to the northern part of the crater where a huge mountain wall acted as a natural barrier. “There’s a watchtower here on a narrow plateau their wyverns use as a roost. It’s connected to the main fortress by a tunnel that cuts through the mountain. A small force should be able to seize the tower and fight their way inside.”

Elyon gestured to the sorcerer, who manipulated his illusory projection to show a rough approximation of the tunnel I’d mentioned.

“It will be well defended,” Elyon noted. “But if the force can break through, it will put them on the battlements inside the protective barrier. They can create an enormous amount of confusion.”

“And then get swarmed and slaughtered,” Borkesh said, frowning at me. “A few hundred soldiers against thousands?”

I shook my head. “It’s not a suicide mission. The tunnel will severely limit the enemy’s advantage in numbers, and if our force breaks through, they can cause havoc and retreat back into the tunnel if they’re about to be overwhelmed. Ideally, they might also be able to target and disrupt some of the defending sorcerers maintaining their barrier.”

“Once they are inside, our main army will move forward and attack,” Elyon said. “At that point, the enemy will not be able to ignore us.”

“Again, the hope is that we lure Dathiel out to engage us,” I added. “Whenever that happens, Tyris and I will confront him. He is the key to everything—there’s no way for us to win this fight unless we defeat him. And I find it impossible to believe he’ll just sit back in the fortress if we’re pounding on the gate.”

“And if he does?” Borkesh asked. “We don’t have enough men.”

“If the battle turns against us, we hope that my mother and her infiltration force will be able to secure whatever prize he’s after inside the mines. If they can’t, they’ll attempt to collapse the tunnels and retreat. We will also fall back and hope that we’ve bought ourselves enough time to gather more soldiers from across Abethaal.”

I could see the doubts on Borkesh’s face, but he didn’t vocalize them. Nevertheless, it was clear he understood the unspoken truth: this was an all-or-nothing gambit. If Tyris and I couldn’t kill Dathiel, he would probably kill us. And once we were out of the fight, the war would be over. The Dread Wyrm would slaughter everyone. The only faint, lingering hope would be that my mother could at least steal whatever he was looking for in the mountain, but even that would be cold consolation when there was an invincible Dragon God on the loose.

I wished that we had more time. I wished that Taluun and her artificers had figured out how to create more blades like Sabon Nyr for us to wield in battle. Most of all, I wished I had been on the throne at the beginning to stop this Godsworn plan before it had ever come to fruition.

But the mind of a dragon was no place for doubt. It was time to act, then deal with the consequences. And despite the fact we were about to attack a Dragon God in his den—despite how badly we were outnumbered—I had complete confidence in my allies. My mother and wives wouldn’t fail.

And neither would I.
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A millennium ago, during the Tirzak Migration, twenty thousand of the ferocious mantis-warriors had attempted to lay siege to Selod Maril. The palace in Tel Kithas had many murals dedicated to that famous battle, some of which were painted from the perspective of the men who’d been standing on the walls while the vast horde had attempted to storm the battlements like a swarm of locusts. It must have seemed terrifying, especially since the fortress garrison in those days had been a small fraction the size it was now.

As I soared toward the Crystal Crater late the next afternoon, I wondered if the men defending it were thinking the opposite. They had the advantage in numbers, not to mention fortifications and a dragon of their own. Were they concerned about us at all? Would I have been in their place?

I reminded myself that despite their vast numbers, the Tirzak had ultimately met a quick and fiery end thanks to the Sorokar and Vermillion dragons defending Selod Maril. What could have been one of the greatest defeats in Imperial history had turned into a wanton slaughter in a matter of minutes. I sincerely doubted that would be the case today, but if the battle did turn in a hurry, my forces would almost certainly be on the losing end. There was no guarantee that my sorcerers could defend our soldiers from Dathiel, nor any guarantee that Tyris and I could kill him.

Either way, we would find out soon enough.

Elyon marched our forces into position in a dispersed formation of several tight clusters of troops. The idea was to limit the number of soldiers who could get hit by a single dragon attack while simultaneously allowing the sorcerers to protect each group with a barrier. And if the shields didn’t work, either because they couldn’t block Dathiel’s power or because he snuffed out their magic like back in the Godsworn Rise, it was still the best way to minimize our losses.

Personally, I was still hoping that Dathiel would fly out to test our strength right away—it would allow Tyris and I to strike even before we sent the Ashreavers and Vorskai on their mission.

Sadly, the Dread Wyrm refused to cooperate. The fortress seemed eerily still as we approached.

As the army maneuvered into their positions, I flew within a few hundred feet of the walls to get a closer look. Tyris was in the saddle behind me, ready to use her magic to deflect incoming projectiles if necessary. But despite the fact there were hundreds of archers and crossbowmen on the walls, none of them fired, nor did the sorcerers among them conjure projective barriers over the battlements. They waited stiffly, a handful following my flight with their crossbows but not firing. Almost as if they were the ones trying to lure us in.

Perhaps they were. As I banked to my left and soared parallel to the wall, I spotted Dathiel in the center of the crater. His immense bulk made Selod Maril seem small; he took up nearly the entire central area of the settlement. I could see his golden eyes glowing like twin suns as they followed me, but he made no attempt to move.

He had every advantage here, and he knew it.

Still, the defenders seemed less organized than I had anticipated. There appeared to be a great deal of chaos around the settlement, with lines of soldiers heading toward the mines at the back of the crater. My mother’s forces weren’t supposed to engage until we did, which made me wonder if something had gone wrong with the timing…

I flew back to my army and landed in front of the Teviss forces waiting several hundred yards from the walls out of range of arrows and spells. There was limited cover in the desolate flats beyond the mountains, unfortunately; the soldiers were just standing on fields of dust and dirt.

“Have you been able to contact Irileth?” I asked Elyon when I landed. I stayed in my dragon form for obvious reasons.

The gold-scaled Wyrmidom shook his head. “No, my lord. The calling crystals have proven ineffective, as we feared.”

I grumbled deep in the back of my throat. We had been prepared for this contingency, of course—the concentration of vatari in the mines made magical communication difficult. It was the reason my mother was supposed to wait until her forces heard the battle outside before they engaged.

“The defenders were sending more soldiers into the mines,” I said. “It’s possible our force was intercepted en route.”

“Lady Irileth will fight her way through their entire army if she has to,” Elyon told me. “All we need do is play our part.”

His voice was calm and measured, and I found myself smiling inwardly. No matter the crisis, the Wyrmidom general had always been able to project an aura of authority and temperance. Both would be needed here.

“Then we should get started,” I said. “Are the griffins and wyverns ready?”

“They will be shortly,” Elyon replied. “Shall we wait for nightfall?”

I considered the options. Given the long distance we’d needed to march today, I hadn’t expected to arrive with much daylight remaining. I had considered that a bonus, since the darkness would give my drow and orc soldiers an advantage they could exploit. But if there was even a chance that my mother’s team had been intercepted, I couldn’t afford to delay.

“No,” I said. “Send them in the moment they’re ready. I’ll lead the first attack once they are on their way.”

“Understood, my lord.”

As Elyon moved to relay the orders, I saw Borkesh storming toward me with an irritated look on his face. He was fully geared up in a new set of armor I’d commissioned for him. Much to the chagrin of the Avetharri smiths, he had adorned the moonsilver breastplate with decorative bones and painted it with red Ashreaver symbols. Frankly, it was bizarre seeing him wearing such high-quality equipment, but he would undoubtedly appreciate it the moment it saved him from a blade or crossbow bolt.

“What’s the problem?” I asked.

“I need you to talk some sense into her,” he said, pointing at Mokka as she moved up behind him. The chieftess was wearing thick hide armor rather than her typical shamanistic robes, and she looked almost as annoyed as he did. “She says she’s going up there into the mountains with us!”

“The Crones support their warriors,” Mokka argued. “I will not allow our clansmen to perish if my power could save them.”

“Nor should you,” Tyris said from the saddle on my back. “Having a moshalim at your side will greatly increase your chances of survival.”

Borkesh shot my wife a sour glance. “Don’t you start. A chieftess belongs here, where it’s safe!”

“A chieftess belongs with her people,” Mokka said, then looked up at me. “How did you tolerate his mewling for so many years? He whines more than a newborn thresk.”

“You learn to ignore it pretty quick,” I said.

Borkesh grumbled deep in his throat. “I knew this was a mistake. Never trust a female with an opinion.”

“It is time to go,” Mokka declared. “I hope you live up to your name, Sorekûl Drakath. My people depend on it.”

“He will,” Tyris promised, and there wasn’t a hint of doubt in her voice. “The Fakash Tal’Shira will not fail.”

“How did you manage to get two special names when I didn’t even get one?” Borkesh groused.

“If you don’t come with me now, we will all be devoured,” Mokka growled, grabbing his arm. “I shall name you Kulkodabrost!”

She pulled him along after her. He protested for a few steps, then tossed me a hot glare over his shoulder.

“I don’t understand,” Tyris said. “What did she call him?”

I tried hard not to chuckle, but didn’t quite succeed. “Dragonshit.”
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The first group of wyverns took off mere moments later, nearly all of them carrying large, reinforced metal crates in their huge talons. The weight dramatically reduced both their speed and mobility, but the Vorskai griffins flew out first in order to protect them in case they were attacked. Each of the crates was carrying several dozen orc and human warriors inside, enough to hopefully storm the battlements like we planned.

I wasn’t aware of any force in Abethaal using the “air drop” technique in centuries, and I certainly didn’t envy the men inside—it had to be damn terrifying knowing that if your mount let go or was knocked out of the sky, you would all plummet to a grisly death. But there was simply no other way to get sufficient soldiers into the fortress, and I was confident the tactic would give us the advantage we needed here.

But only if I kept the fort’s attention. My aerial squad was ready the moment the attack force took off. Eight wyverns leapt into the sky with me, each carrying a ranger and a sorcerer in the saddle. Tyris remained alone on my back, ready to defend me with magic and to lash out with Sabor Nyr if given the chance.

While the fortress’s defenders hadn’t attacked me during my first scouting run, I fully expected that to change now that I had company. I headed for the southernmost defense tower where the wall merged with the mountains, and my wyverns fell into a tight formation behind me. I couldn’t shield them all, but the relative size difference was significant enough that I should be able to provide them with quite a bit of cover.

My theory was quickly put to the test. The instant we closed within a hundred yards, the enemy soldiers loosed a barrage of arrows in our direction. Since House Teviss hadn’t been supplying Krynn with precious adamantine, I didn’t expect many of the tips to seriously threaten me, but neither Tyris nor the other sorcerers took any chances. A flaming barrier flashed into existence around us as we dove, incinerating most of the projectiles before they could strike my scales. The few that got through barely tickled. None of the wyverns were hit, either.

The ballista mounted atop the tower was a different threat. The sheer size and force of the bolt made it dangerous, and the crew waited until we were committed to our attack before shooting, minimizing our chance to evade. But Tyris was ready; she hurled a fireball and intercepted it mid-flight, reducing most of the man-sized bolt to ash. The glowing remnants streaked wide of my scales.

Now it was our turn.

Sucking in a deep breath, I spewed a cone of searing flame across the tower as I swept past. The soldiers dove for cover behind the battlements, but the stone alone wouldn’t have protected them. The defending sorcerers erected their own barriers, absorbing most—but not all—of the flames. Shrieks erupted in my wake. As I twisted us around in the opposite direction, I saw plenty of scorched masonry. The wyverns behind me launched their own assault with arrows and spells, some of which also breached the barrier and left at least a dozen of the defenders dead or wounded.

And as we sped away, Tyris launched another fireball, this one aimed at the ballista crew. The defending sorcerer tried to absorb the blast, but he was only partially successful. Even over the rush of wind and flame, I could hear screams from the tower top.

I hadn’t planned for our assault to inflict much damage, since our main purpose was to run a distraction, so I was pretty damn pleased by what we had accomplished in a single pass. More arrows arced after us as we retreated, but they didn’t prove any more threatening than the first volley. I risked a glance back over my shoulder as I beat my wings to accelerate, hoping to see Dathiel take the bait. But as we gained enough altitude to get a view into the courtyard where he’d roosted, I noticed he was nowhere to be found.

“Where is he?” I called out over the wind, ice filling my veins. “Do you see him?”

“No!” Tyris shouted back.

I didn’t understand. How in the bloody void could a dragon that size simply disappear? If Dathiel had flown away, someone surely would have seen him. Had he transformed? Had he woven some kind of illusion to make himself invisible?

“Zor kalah,” Tyris gasped. “Straight ahead!”

I straightened my neck to look forward again. We were about halfway back to our armies, and I didn’t see any dragons in the rapidly darkening sky. But I did see a black, shadowy mass rippling through one of the few clouds overhead, which made it look as if it were about to rain. A haunting green flash followed the movements, and after a few more seconds, the billowing cloud took a distinctively draconic shape…

And became the Dread Wyrm.

I had no idea how he’d performed such a strange feat…until I belatedly recalled the ancient lore about Dathiel the Watcher. He had once been worshiped by his followers as the primal force of air as well as a god of truth and vigilance. Evidently the old histories hadn’t all been nonsense…

However he’d managed it, Dathiel was clearly about to make a strafing run on one of our dispersed army formations—a House Teviss company. I beat my wings in a vain effort to intercept, but the Dread Wyrm was simply too fast and too close to the target. Grinding my enormous teeth together, I prayed to any god willing to listen that the drow sorcerers could withstand his power…

But it was all for naught. Dathiel’s fiery breath passed through the glimmering barrier as if it weren’t even there. And without magic to protect them, the Teviss forces were as defenseless as the Tirzak raiders who had assaulted Selod Maril a millennium ago. The Dread Wyrm incinerated the entire company in an instant, leaving nothing behind but smoldering bones and scorched suits of armor.

A wave of despair threatened to crash over me, but I burned it away with a surge of white-hot resolve. Dathiel may have slithered past us this once, but he had taken our bait in the process. He was out in the open, and we had the weapon we needed to kill him.

All we had to do was use it.

Dathiel was lining up for a second attack run when I dove at full speed for his flank, trusting in the strength of my saddle to hold Tyris safely in place. He twisted his enormous body in midair just before we slammed into him, slashing one massive claw upward and nearly ripping me in half. But my smaller, more maneuverable frame allowed me narrowly avoid his swipe while I raked my claws across his scales instead.

I felt the splash of hot blood as our giant bodies crashed into one another, and somehow Tyris managed to slash a small portion of his flank with the tip of Sabon Nyr. The Dread Wyrm shrieked in agony, his tail lashing at us in an attempt to knock us from the sky. But I had learned from our last encounter—I disengaged immediately and dove, dropping us beneath his wild swipe.

I let our downward momentum carry us for several hundred yards before I thrust out my wings and banked hard to bring us about. I expected Dathiel to be surging in the other direction to lick his wounds…but instead, he was chasing after us at full bore, his eyes blazing with golden fury in the waning daylight.

Leveling out our flight, I kept us moving in the opposite direction of our armies, hoping to keep him as far from our soldiers as I could. The cracked, arid ground of the Droughtlands sprawled beneath us, and I briefly considered trying to pull him away from the battle altogether.

But despite his size, the Dread Wyrm was steadily gaining on us. It seemed impossible…but then I recalled how he had moved through the clouds before. A god who could control the air could literally propel himself forward…

Realistically, though, it didn’t change anything. Drawing him away wouldn’t win this battle; only confronting him head-on would. And if he was willing to leave his own forces and fight us here in the open, there was no reason to wait.

“Here we go!” I cried out. “As one!”

“Maskari!” Tyris shouted back.

Snarling deep in my throat, I brought us about and prepared to engage. As the giant red dragon headed straight for us, I was more thankful than ever that we had taken the time to practice. I just needed to get close and hold him off while Tyris struck the killing blow…

But in that split second before our draconic bodies collided, I noticed that Dathiel was no longer injured. I’d expected the wounds inflicted with my claws and teeth to be gone, like during our battle in the Godsworn Rise. What I didn’t expect was for the wounds inflicted by Tyris with Sabon Nyr to also be gone. That wasn’t merely surprising…

It was catastrophic.

And then our bodies collided anew. I did my best to remain as slippery as I could, using my maneuverability to avoid letting him overpower me. At first, it worked—I easily dodged his swipes while thrashing at his scales, and I even managed to roll my body in such a way that Tyris got a clear chop at his left wing. But while Dathiel roared in pain when the Wraithblade carved into him, mere seconds later I could see the flesh and sinew growing back together.

We had come here knowing that we had a single weapon capable of harming him. And that weapon no longer worked.

A wave of fear crashed over me at the realization, and my momentary hesitation allowed Dathiel to strike. He slammed his scaly elbow into my gut, knocking me away from him and sending a lance of agony through my midsection as something—probably a rib—broke. I managed to flip around in midair to avoid the sweeping claw strike that followed, and beat my wings to try and gain some distance.

But the Dread Wyrm wasn’t about to let us escape. A sudden blast of gale-force wind slammed into my wings from above, knocking me straight downward like a hand swatting a fly. Since we were already skimming at low altitude, it was more than enough to cause me to crash into the dry, rocky hills beneath us. The wind fled my lungs as the ground drove it out of me, and I completely lost control of my body. I flipped over before I knew what had happened, using my wings to try and shield Tyris long enough for her to jettison herself out of the saddle like we’d planned…

I skidded to an ignominious halt, hacking violently as I tried to dislodge the dirt and rocks that had been driven into my maw. Through my frantic efforts to keep from choking, I felt the heat from Tyris next to me, her body still wreathed in flame after she had launched herself to safety.

“Maskari!” she called out. “Are you—?”

“Incoming!” I managed to gasp as I saw Dathiel’s immense bulk heading straight for us. The Dread Wyrm opened his maw and unleashed a huge cone of deadly flame as he shot past.

I had no idea if my scales could withstand such a blast, but Tyris ensured that we didn’t need to find out. She stretched out her hands and conjured a blazing barrier over us to match flame with flame. I didn’t expect it to work. Since multiple Teviss sorcerers had been unable to protect their army from the same blast, it seemed unlikely that a single Vorskai girl could. But then, none of them had dragon blood or her symbiotic connection to the flame.

The deadly inferno raged around us but never reached our bodies. And after Dathiel flew past, Tyris collapsed her barrier and lifted her blade instead.

“He healed,” I rasped, clearing my throat to speak. “The blade didn’t dig as deep.”

“Then I will have to aim for his heart,” Tyris said, shifting to a double-handed grip. The metal transformed into a flame as if she had dipped it into a forge.

Rising from my belly, I prepared to leap back into the sky and chase Dathiel if he went after our armies again, but his attention was now entirely focused on us. He wheeled around and landed on the parched ground twenty yards away, the impact like a small earthquake.

“Impressive,” he thundered. “You fight with Escar’s courage and Shalassa’s tenacity. But like them, you will fail.”

The great wyrm stood upright, his massive red-scaled neck rising like a mountain in front of us. I dug my talons into the arid ground, preparing to launch us back into the air the moment he tried to strike.

“Your people are right about one thing, whelpings—the time of the gods is over,” Dathiel said. “Let the reign of the One God begin.”

His golden eyes flashed, causing Tyris to cry out in pain and collapse. Acting on pure instinct, I reached out my wing to protect her…but watched in horror as the black scales covering my body began to recede. Then the pain hit, rising in a wave that never crested. The moment we’d been dreading—the moment we had no defense against—was upon us.

The Aether was gone. And not just here, but everywhere. As I crumpled to the ground alongside Tyris, forcibly reverting to my elven form, I saw the distant barriers protecting my armies collapse. Even the ones shielding Selod Maril vanished.

“What was stolen has now been reclaimed,” Dathiel said. “Behold, mortals, the dawn of a new age—a pure age!”

A wide smile stretched across his enormous red maw.

“My age.”


Interlude
Sariss


Sariss closed her eyes and forced herself to take slow, steady breaths. The battle continued to rage around her, a discordant symphony of explosions, screams, and ringing steel. She cupped her hands over her ears to try and block out the chaos. It barely helped.

She couldn’t see much of anything—her drow allies had extinguished the few lights they’d brought with them when the enemy launched their ambush. Darkness was their ally, the Dragon Mother said before setting out, and her sorcerers knew to dispel any magical lights the enemy tried to summon.

The result was a battle that was little more than brief flashes of light from thrown spells, like a pitch-black night occasionally illuminated by strokes of lightning. The only exception was the blue glow of Irileth and Lathriel’s tattoos, but there were so many obstacles in the cavern that they were often battling behind boulders or outcroppings where Sariss couldn’t see them.

Leaving her alone in the dark while others fought and died around her, never knowing if at any moment she’d feel the bite of a sword as it ended her life forever.

Stay calm, she told herself. It will be over soon.

A death scream from shockingly close stabbed her hearing. She tried and failed to swallow the lump in her throat. Incredibly, she found herself wishing that Borkesh were with her. It was a bizarre feeling to miss the presence of a loud and often obnoxious orc, but she couldn’t stop thinking about the battle in Sethuil where he had defended her. Irileth had left one of her soldiers to stand guard over her while she hunkered behind this oversized rock, and the man had already killed one enemy who had gotten too close. Perhaps two now. But Sariss still would have felt better with orc muscle and strength at her side…

She flinched at the sound of a gurgling cry somewhere in the darkness nearby—a Teviss soldier dying, judging from the drow curse escaping his lips. She heard a creak of leather as her guard stiffened in readiness, one hand holding a small crossbow and the other a slender blade. Or perhaps he recognized the man dying. She wished she could help—she wished she knew the first thing about being a warrior or a battle mage—but she felt as useless as a child. The Vaz Gorati didn’t teach their priestesses how to fight.

She heard another clash, this one even closer than the last, and she pulled her knees against her chest to try and make herself as small as possible. She kept her eyes open, for whatever good it did.

Her guard inhaled sharply, then abruptly stepped in front of her. She heard the snap of his small crossbow, followed by a hiss of air and a flash of haunting green light in which she glimpsed a tall, masked figure in a white robe standing a few yards away—a Ravener, just like the one who had attacked her in Lenya Valley a few weeks ago.

She had no idea where the cultist had come from, but her drow guard lunged forward—his shot having missed or been deflected. He only made it a few steps before green light leapt from the Ravener’s outstretched hand and coiled around his body like a magical serpent. There was another loud hiss in the air, followed by an agonized shriek as the drow man’s flesh withered, then melted off his bones. His body collapsed onto the cavern floor, his blade rattling harmlessly against the stone.

The green light faded, and Sariss was again in total darkness. Alone.

She held her breath. Maybe he didn’t see me.

That hope fled with the shadows as another plume of Palefire appeared in the Ravener’s hand. He took an ominous step toward her, and she could feel the unearthly chill in her bones…

“No!” she shrieked, opening herself to the Aether and thrusting out her hands. Her Vaz Gorati magic took hold of the very blood in his veins, freezing him in place. He struggled against her like a thresk trying to thrash out of its bridle, Palefire persisting in his palm, but Sariss summoned every spark of power she could muster to hold him still. She heard someone else rushing toward her from the darkness, and when she saw the outline of an armored figure, she prayed it was another Teviss soldier coming to help. But when the man stepped into the light, she realized he was Avetharri, not drow. And his tabard bore the splintered-shield symbol of House Mandar.

Sariss had mustered the strength to temporarily incapacitate one man, but she couldn’t stop two. Her heart pounded so loudly in her ears she could no longer hear anything else, and her heart froze as the soldier lunged at her with blade in hand—

But then an arrow burst through his chest from behind, spraying hot blood over her robe. Sariss screamed in terror as the man collapsed forward, and she lost control of her spell. The Ravener, now free from his blood puppeteer, turned to face the new threat. He hurled the plume of Palefire in his hand into the darkness, where it seemed to hit someone or something before the light faded.

Yet there was no scream of agony or sizzle of dissolving flesh. Instead, the darkness of the cavern was suddenly banished by the glow of vatari tattoos that had just feasted upon magic. Sariss barely recognized Lathriel’s body before it became a blue streak in her vision. The Ravener’s let out a single choked-off yelp before he collapsed when Lathriel hurled her knife through his mask and into his skull.

“Are you all right?” Lathriel asked as she twisted away from the body.

“Y-yes,” Sariss managed, trembling.

Lathriel took Sariss’s arms and pushed her back behind the boulder that was her hiding spot. The ranger’s tattoos were glowing so brightly they illuminated the blood splattered across her face and armor. She looked like she had carved her way through an entire army, yet she wasn’t even breathing heavily.

“We can’t fight our way through,” Lathriel said tersely, leaning up to peer over the edge of the boulder as if she could see the continuing struggle. Her faeyn eyes shouldn’t have been any sharper in the pitch-black than Sariss’s, but her Dragon Bride tattoos must have been improving her vision somehow as well.

“What?” Sariss breathed.

“There are far too many of them. We knew it wouldn’t be as easy to sneak in a second time, but they seem to have moved hundreds and hundreds of soldiers into the mines.”

“We can’t leave, not until we find Talona and stop the Godsworn!”

“I know,” Lathriel said, nodding. “We’ll—”

She ducked behind the boulder before several crossbow bolts pelted the side. Setting her jaw, the ranger stayed crouched low as she drew and nocked her bow, then popped out just far and fast enough to loose an arrow. Her speed was unreal, like a demigod smiting mortals.

“Stay down,” she said, plucking another arrow from her quiver. She paused for several seconds, listening intently and preparing for another strike.

Sariss heard several loud thuds, followed by the clash of steel and more choked-off screams. Despite Lathriel’s warning, she couldn’t resist the urge to peer around the rock and try to see what was happening…

It remained almost completely dark in the cavern, but there were a few dimly illuminated sections where the cultists had ignited torches or lanterns that the Teviss sorcerers hadn’t been able to extinguish. Perhaps twenty yards away from them, two Mandar soldiers were battling with a lithe drow figure that fought like a living shadow.

Karethys.

Several bodies were already lifeless at her feet, and she seemed determined to add more to the pile. Despite the superior reach of her enemies’ polearms, she moved so nimbly with her two curved, adamantine daggers that they couldn’t pin her down. She shifted through the darkness when one of them tried to skewer her, only to reappear behind him where she could jab her blade into his throat. He fell forward, his spear lodging into the ground and temporarily bracing his body upright, and she used the leverage to spin around and kick the other soldier in the face. When he stumbled away, Lathriel popped up and fired an arrow straight through the visor of his helmet.

Sariss swallowed heavily as Karethys raced over to them, feeling some of her anxiety drain away now that the fighting didn’t seem so close. Yet at the same time, she found herself looking between the two women—her fellow dragon wives—in awe. Two nights ago, Sariss had been the one in charge. Inside the palace and their lord’s bedroom, her authority was absolute. But here on the battlefield, they were the masters, and she was the meek. It was a harrowing reminder that the women she shared her bed and body with could kill her in a heartbeat if they wanted to. They were warriors. She was not.

“Mistress Irileth is trying to draw them away into the adjacent chamber,” Karethys said, crouching next to them. Unlike Lathriel, she was breathing heavily, and her gray face and black leather armor were spattered with gore. “If we’re going to do this, it needs to be now.”

Lathriel nodded, then looked at Sariss. “The two of us are going to try to sneak around through some side passages and get behind their lines. We’ll get you back to the rearguard—they’ll keep you safe.”

“No,” Sariss protested. “I must come with you!”

“It’s too dangerous,” Karethys told her. “We may not be able to defend you.”

Sariss shook her head. “I have to find Talona. She deceived me. I will not allow her to succeed.”

Lathriel gave her a sympathetic look. “Priestess, you can’t—”

“I will not allow you to do this alone,” Sariss said, bringing herself into a crouch. “You may require healing.”

“We—”

“This is not a debate. I am First Wife—it is my duty to keep our lord’s harem safe. Now, which way must we go?”

She wasn’t sure that would convince them, only that she refused to be useless.

The others shared a concerned look, but then nodded as one. Perhaps it was something in her voice…or perhaps they simply realized they trusted themselves to protect her more than the rearguard. Either way, the fear that had paralyzed Sariss had already drained away.

“Just stay behind us,” Karethys said, a ghost of a smile on her lips. “This way.”
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Sariss hated everything about the Underworld. The stale smells, the creepy sounds, the oppressive darkness…

Most of all, though, she despised not knowing where she was or where she was going. And while the vast mines of Selod Maril weren’t technically part of the Underworld, they were every bit as horrible. She still had no sense of her own bearings while Lathriel and Karethys darted through the byzantine network of tunnels, and the potential of getting ambushed around every corner was nerve wracking. Even a thick, haunting forest like the Wiltwood would have been an improvement, if only for the fresh air and occasional glimpse of sunlight through the canopy.

Sariss tried to stay calm and alert regardless, and it got easier when they began to move through recently-used mining shafts where glowstones were mounted on the walls. Lathriel seemed to know exactly where to lead them, presumably thanks to her mission with Dragon Mother Irileth, and despite the alarming number of cultists and soldiers flooding the mines rather than defending the fortress, they managed to avoid most confrontations with the enemy.

Most…but not all. They were forced to engage the Godsworn in a few different tunnels where there were no alternate paths, each time with the odds stacked against them. But Lathriel and Karethys never hesitated, and they struck with terrifying precision and ferocity. Every time the faeyn ranger activated her Dragon Bride tattoos, she seemed to become an entirely different person. She moved, fought, and killed in a frankly terrifying manner, using her bow to pick off front-runners before closing into melee to finish the rest. She was methodical and merciless.

And thanks to her drow shadow sorcery, Karethys was every bit as lethal. She seemed to dart in and out of existence every few moments, never allowing an enemy to retaliate. Many didn’t even know she was there before she plunged her daggers into their chests or slashed open their throats. If Lathriel was a calm scythe, she was a savage storm, striking with sudden, wicked violence.

In some ways, it was more difficult for Sariss to reconcile Karethys’s ability. Lathriel had been a soldier when they’d first met, but Karethys had been a sweet, submissive concubine. Her transformation into a deadly assassin defied belief. Irileth had clearly taught her well.

For all her talk of healing, Sariss herself mostly tried to stay out of the way…and avoid being sick from the carnage. Lathriel’s tattoos allowed her to quickly recover from minor bruises and cuts, and Karethys seemed almost invincible with the way she moved. The most Sariss contributed was to heal the drow of a graze from a crossbow bolt and channel power into Lathriel to help recharge her tattoos.

Eventually, after a last brutal skirmish with a half-dozen cultists, the tunnels went from loud and heavily guarded to quiet and virtually empty. The farther they traveled without any signs of the enemy, the more nervous Sariss became. Their intrusion had obviously been noticed, and despite their best initial efforts to hide the bodies of the men they killed, it had quickly become apparent that doing so wasn’t worth the time. There was simply too much blood and carnage to effectively conceal; they were better off pressing forward as quickly as possible.

All of which meant they should have encountered more enemies ahead, not fewer. And yet there was no one around, nor any signs that anyone had been mining in this section recently. It didn’t make any sense, especially when they passed into a particularly wide tunnel filled with raw vatari crystals. This seemed like an incredibly rich area to harvest—the crystal nodes here were glowing with nascent energy, the same as Lathriel’s tattoos.

“Something’s wrong,” Lathriel whispered as the group stalked forward with her on point, bow drawn and ready. “This is definitely the area they were digging in the last time we were here.”

“Perhaps they pulled the miners back to keep them safe from our attack,” Karethys suggested, though there was no conviction in her voice.

Lathriel shook her head. “Doubtful. It’s more likely that we’re too late…and that they found what they were looking for.”

Sariss’s stomach twisted. Even before they began their march to Selod Maril, she had prayed that Irileth was wrong about the Sarodihm’s intentions. But if Illisaya’s divine soul really was buried down here, and if they had managed to find it…

Then this fight may have already been over.

“But either way, we need to be sure,” Lathriel said. “There must be other passages we can check.”

As she and Karethys conversed in hushed tones, Sariss’s eyes were drawn to the crystals. She realized that they weren’t merely glowing, but pulsing in a sort of rhythm. The pattern was oddly mesmerizing, and she couldn’t help but reach out and touch one of the stones—

The instant she did so, a torrent of emotions, images, and thoughts crashed over her, as if she had performed a blood reading on the crystal but dramatically more intense. The flood of information was too quick for her to process and so forceful she could barely breathe. But amidst the maddening deluge, she also heard a voice, distant at first but clearer by the heartbeat…

[Help me! Before it is too late!]

The mental onslaught slowed for a fraction of a second, enough that she could discern a few images—other chambers and tunnels in the mine also filled with raw vatari. She saw rocks shattering, bodies burning…

And walking through the carnage, a towering man in a white robe with glowing golden eyes.

“Sariss?”

Lathriel’s voice pierced the flood, and Sariss jerked backward away from the crystal. The other two women were both looking at her, uneasy.

“Are you all right?” Lathriel asked.

“Yes,” Sariss croaked, glancing at the pulsing stones in the wall. “I believe I know where we need to go.”

Karethys frowned. “What? How—”

“This way,” Sariss said, turning around to go back the way they came. “Quickly!”

She dashed ahead, no longer worried about cultists or soldiers or anything else besides reaching the voice as quickly as possible. The others dashed to keep up, and Karethys tried to get out ahead of her. Sariss waved her back and pushed onward, taking turns as if she knew the winding passages by heart. She couldn’t vocalize where they needed to go, yet somehow she knew exactly where to step and which route to take.

As they dove deeper into the earth, the air began to turn foul, as if someone had started a fire in the mines despite the lunacy of such an act. A thin haze formed over everything, and Sariss’s eyes began to sting. But she pushed forward, and eventually came to a wide passage that descended at such a steep angle it was difficult to keep their footing. She was reminded of the gorm tunnels that Alamir had described in Vorskai territory, and it made her wonder if the cultists had somehow controlled one of the worms so that it would devour the rocks for them. Even powerful earthshaping magic would have struggled to open up such a huge area in a short period of time. But the tunnel was far less interesting than what was inside it.

Namely, scores of smoldering corpses.

“Ilhari vlos,” Karethys hissed as she reached up to cover her mouth. “What in the name of the Pale happened here?”

Sariss kept the arm of her robe across her mouth as she carefully stepped over the bodies. There were dozens of them, perhaps hundreds, all blackened and charred as if they’d been roasted by a dragon’s fiery breath. She had seen them in that strange vision from the crystal, albeit for only a fraction of a second. But looking at them now, the flashes she had seen started to make sense.

“Sarodihm,” Lathriel commented as she crouched over one of the bodies. “It’s hard to tell, but from the armor remnants, the bodies all look like Godsworn. No House warriors or slave soldiers.”

“Or Raveners,” Sariss added when she didn’t notice any of the robed, masked servants of Dathiel.

“You’re right.” The ranger pursed her lips. “I don’t remember seeing any of Talona’s people while we were fighting in the mines, either.”

Karethys shook her head. “I don’t understand. Did they turn on each other?”

“Yes,” Sariss said. “You were right—we’re too late.”

The others swallowed nervously, but Sariss continued on past the bodies. She knew what—or rather, who—she was looking for now. It was just a matter of finding her.

The descending tunnel ended in a narrow doorway that once was covered by a great stone slab which had been shattered to pieces by magic. More blue light emanated from the other side, and the moment Sariss peered through, she saw that the cavern beyond was filled with more of the raw vatari that seemed so common in this section of the mines. The chamber itself was roughly egg-shaped, and it was modest in size compared to many other similar spaces down here. A quick look around at the smooth, sculpted walls suggested that this space wasn’t natural, nor was it as rough as the rest of the mines. It had likely been carved by hand or perhaps shaped by magic, then buried leagues beneath the earth for a long time.

A very long time.

The cavern was empty aside from a single female body slumped between two of the largest crystal deposits. She was bloodied and bruised, to the point she seemed dead. But Sariss knew the woman was alive, because she was the one who had somehow spoken through the crystals.

“Vaz Gorati,” she whispered, her voice little more than a croak.

Lathriel swore when she came up behind Sariss. “Sanathar’s breath. Talona?”

Sariss nodded as she moved to crouch over the Eternal Priestess. This close, it became apparent that she had been burned as well as beaten, and the foul stench of her cooked flesh was nauseating beyond words. No one in her condition should have still been alive.

“You…” Talona rasped, her eyes barely visible through the scorched lids. “You are not the only one…who has been deceived.”

“Then it’s true, isn’t it?” Sariss asked. “Lahara’s Godsoul…it was here beneath Selod Maril all along.”

Karethys hissed and dropped to a knee as if she had deflated. “And we’re too late. Dathiel took it.”

“He promised a return to the old ways,” Talona wheezed. “Faith and service, not…blood and destiny. A world where even the weak…could earn the favor of the gods.”

Gritting her teeth, Sariss hovered her hands above the other woman and tried to channel healing magic, but there was no point. There was almost nothing left to heal…

“He cannot be allowed to prevail,” Talona breathed. “You must stop him.”

“How?” Lathriel asked. “If he absorbed a second Godsoul, he must be more powerful than ever.”

“He believes that…Illisaya is defeated. But he is mistaken. I communed…with Her before he arrived. And when he tried…to steal Her power, I kept a spark sealed away…”

Talona reached up with a burned, bloodied hand to touch Sariss’s cheek. Her horribly blackened fingers left red in their wake.

“You must take the spark to your dragon, Vaz Gorati,” the Eternal Priestess rasped with the last of her strength. “Only he…can channel its power.”

Sariss shared a confused glance with the others. Was Talona right? Was there some way that Alamir could still defeat Dathiel?

“We can’t get to him,” Lathriel said, shaking her head. “There’s an army between us and Alamir!”

“I will take you,” Talona said. Grimacing in pain beyond imagining, she thrust out her hand. The air in the chamber began to hiss, a brilliant green rift appeared behind them as if she had just ripped open the very fabric of the world.

“Through the Pale?” Sariss gulped. “But we’ll never survive the darkness!”

“Yes, you will,” Talona said, her voice fading. “The Eternal Lady…shall light the way.”


13
Dragon Dawn


The Dread Wyrm loomed over us, a wicked smile stretched across his huge red maw. With a single breath, he could incinerate us. With a snap of his jaws, he could devour us. Our fight with the resurrected god seemed over almost before it had begun.

But it wasn’t, not yet. Tyris remained insensate without the Aether to sustain her, but Sabon Nyr was still lying there next to her. Reaching out to retrieve the ancient blade, I stood protectively over her, setting my will against the pain of having my magic ripped from me. I could scarcely imagine a more uneven matchup than a single naked elf standing before a great wyrm fifty times his size, but it wasn’t as if I had a choice. Either I figured out a way to kill this monster, or the Black Prince who’d been destined to save the Empire would instead be the one to witness its downfall.

Gripping the blade in both hands, I charged across the cracked ground, prepared to slide or jump or whatever else was required to evade Dathiel’s sweeping claws. But the Dread Wyrm didn’t even move. His eyes simply flashed, and a blast of wind smashed into me, throwing me around as if I had just stepped into a hurricane. I landed hard, and I heard something inside me snap before I felt a searing agony in my left wrist.

“Even at the height of your pathetic Empire’s glory, you had only the barest understanding of our power,” Dathiel taunted. “You could never control the primal forces of the world as we do. That is what separates gods from mortal pretenders. You merely live in this world, but gods shape it. We define it.”

Snarling in rage and pain, I pulled myself to my knees and cradled my broken wrist. Sabon Nyr had landed next to Tyris, but the attack hadn’t seemed to affect her. She was still breathing, albeit barely.

“As I told you before, whelpling, I am not without mercy,” Dathiel said. “Instruct your army to surrender, and I will spare their lives…if they pledge themselves to me.”

“They will never serve you,” I spat. “My people overthrew you once. We can do so again.”

Dathiel’s snort blew dust and dirt in all directions. “Is that what you believe happened? Your people could barely build huts or start fires without our aid. If we hadn’t warred with each other, if we hadn’t spilled our blood for you to steal, you would have stayed on your knees where you belong.”

The ground trembled as he took a step closer. I had to brace my good hand against the ground to keep from falling over.

“I have corrected that mistake,” Dathiel said. “There can never be another Godswar if there is only one god. Don’t you understand? I will protect you from yourselves, mortal. Under my care, your people will thrive in ways they never could have imagined. Abethaal will be the capital of a reborn empire rather than a wasting backwater. It is all up to you, ‘Dragon Messiah.’ Many see you as their savior—prove them right. Explain to them the folly of resistance and the glory of faith!”

Clenching my teeth, trying my best to ignore the white-hot agony in my left arm, I reached out with my good hand to pick up Sabon Nyr again. “Sorokars don’t sell out their people,” I snarled, getting back to my feet and raising the blade. “We defend them, to the bitter end.”

“Then you consign them to death,” Dathiel growled. “Once I have destroyed your armies, I will devour your wives one by one. Will they still think you brave as they dissolve in my gullet? Or will they curse your name as a fool with their dying breaths?”

A storm of rage swirled inside me, and I planted my feet to make one last desperate strike. But then a loud hissing sound filled the air, and I saw a flash of eerie green light out of the corner of my eye. A vaguely circular, swirling rift of energy materialized behind Dathiel, and three figures stepped out of it as if it were some kind of doorway in the middle of nowhere.

The Dread Wyrm turned his huge head, and his glowing eyes flared in surprise. But before he could open his mouth or lash out with his claws, one of the figures floated forward, and two coruscating beams of light shot from her eyes and blasted the dragon.

I had never heard a sound as deep and horrifying as that which escaped Dathiel’s maw—a wail no dragon should have been capable of that reached beyond the physical to grab at something numinous within me. My bones rattled even when I covered my ears, and when his body lurched away from the beams, the sudden shifting of his immense weight triggered a quake that knocked me to my knees. He continued roaring after the assault stopped, and I could see the smoke from two smoldering wounds in his chest. The stench of burned scales was so nauseating I would have retched if my eyes hadn’t locked on the woman responsible.

It was Sariss.

I had no idea what was happening or where she had come from, but Lathriel and Karethys were there with her, looking determined but haunted. If they had walked through the Pale, I could only imagine the torments they must have faced…

As they rushed over to check on Tyris and me, my First Wife floated above the ground as if carried by some unseen force, and her normally blue eyes were the same glowing gold as the Dread Wyrm’s.

“No!” Dathiel snarled. “Impossible! Where could you—?”

Sariss unleashed another blast from her eyes, burning two more holes into his red scales and driving him farther back. While he thrashed in pain, she swiveled her gaze to me and floated closer. It was only then that I realized her pale skin was getting increasingly red, as if she had spent too much time beneath the sun.

“I can’t contain it much longer, Alamir,” Sariss breathed.

“Contain what?” I stammered. “Where….how…?”

She didn’t answer; she just reached out and touched my arm. And the instant she did, my entire world exploded in a blinding burst of brilliant white light. I gasped as a rush of power surged through every part of my being, almost as if I had merged with Tyris. But this was more than raw energy—it was power and memory and wisdom all condensed into a single sensation. This wasn’t mere magic.

It was divinity.

And in that instant, I understood everything. The Dragon Gods, the war they had fought against their own brethren, and the sacrifices they had made to prevent it from occurring again. The knowledge was all there in perfect detail, seared into my mind like words on the pages of an ancient tome.

Including how we could defeat the Dread Wyrm.

I could feel my elven body transforming before I knew what was happening, and when my vision returned and my senses cleared, I was once again a dragon. My black scales glinted in the light of the rising moon, and I glanced down to see Sariss huddled with my other wives, the Godsoul that had bolstered her now given unto my keeping. As she looked up at me, she gave a nod of understanding.

“We will be ready,” she said. “You know what must be done.”

I did, clearer than ever before. Planting my talons into the ground, I lunged toward Dathiel and slammed into his flank with all my might. A minute ago, he wouldn’t have even budged. But while he remained significantly larger than me, he wasn’t stronger. Not anymore.

His draconic face twisted in pain and fury as we rolled across the arid soil, claws and teeth striking at each other’s scales. Yet no matter how deep I struck or how much blood I drew, his wounds closed mere seconds later. The difference was that now mine did as well. This was no longer a battle between a Wyrm Lord and a Dragon God—it was a battle between equals.

“No mortal can contain our power!” he snarled as he snapped at my throat. “It will burn you to cinders!”

“Maybe,” I snarled back. “But not before I send you screaming back to the Pale where you belong.”

With a frustrated roar, Dathiel slammed his huge arm into my gut and hurled me off of him, breaking our grapple. He then summoned another burst of wind beneath his wings and launched himself into the sky. He truly believed that I wouldn’t be able to contain this divine power for long, and he apparently wanted to avoid me long enough for it to overwhelm me.

But I had no intention of letting him test his theory. I threw myself into the air, beating my wings and accelerating in pursuit. With the wind literally at his command, he should have been able to outpace me, but the divine spark burning inside me allowed me to fly faster than ever before. I swooped at his back, grabbing onto him from above like a bird of prey.

Dathiel rolled hard to his right, trying to throw me off before I could latch on, but I dug my claws into his scales and held on for all I was worth. I needed to stay on his back where he couldn’t hit me with his fiery breath…and where I could focus all my efforts on pinning his wings to ground him as soon as possible. A vortex of wind pummeled me seemingly from all sides as we spun wildly in the air, but he wasn’t able to muster enough force to dislodge me or keep us aloft, only slow our descent.

We crashed together, unleashing a thunderous wave of dirt and stone like a meteor impact, breaking my death grip. The crater he dug brought him to a halt almost instantly, whereas I kept skidding for several dozen yards. But I bounced back to my feet as soon as I could, snarling through the blood and dirt in my maw. I was ready to keep fighting for as long as necessary…but out of the corner of my eye, I spotted my wives in the distance. Tyris still hadn’t moved, and Sariss looked just as exhausted after carrying the Godsoul. Lathriel only seemed marginally better off, since the Wasting Echo was probably wreaking havoc on her again with her tattoos depleted. But Karethys…

Karethys was racing toward us with Sabon Nyr in hand. Hopefully, Sariss had explained what she needed to do…

“You doom your people to another age of ignorance and darkness,” Dathiel roared as he pulled himself out of his crater. “All to serve your foolish mortal pride.”

His red scales were covered in blood and dirt, though all the wounds I’d inflicted had closed. Mine had as well; the flashes of pain across my body were all gradually fading thanks to the power of Illisaya’s Godsoul. And despite Dathiel’s ominous warnings, I didn’t feel the divine spark eating away at me from the inside. Had he been wrong? Could a mortal contain such power after all?

Could a dragon?

“You need us, mortal,” Dathiel said, stomping forward. “We bring order to chaos. Purpose to apathy. Without a firm hand as your guide, you are doomed to spiral into oblivion!”

“Your own kin didn’t believe that,” I told him, mind ablaze with the Godsoul’s memories. “In the end, even your own brother turned against you.”

The Dread Wyrm scoffed. “Escar was a self-righteous fool. He sacrificed himself to defeat me, and for what? To have his name and deeds forgotten? To have the very people he saved spit upon his name and his memory? You mortals aren’t worthy of his protection.”

“We will be,” I promised. “His name and his deeds will be remembered. As will the others who stood with him.”

“No! Just like your pathetic empire, my traitorous kin will soon be forgotten. The world will be unified. One dragon, one faith.” Dathiel rose back up to his full height. “One God.”

He reared back, his maw crackling with flame as he sucked in a deep breath in preparation for a final scorching attack, but I was too fast. Sprinting forward, I slammed into him again, sending us both tumbling across the ground in yet another deadly grapple. But this time, I didn’t bother trying to rend his scales or tear open the flesh beneath. Instead, I opened my own mouth and inhaled a huge gulp of air…

And breathed directly into his exposed belly. Dathiel roared in protest as the torrent of fire broke over him, but there was far more to my attack than mere heat and flame. The divine energy from the Godsoul struck at his soul as well as his flesh, severing them just as Illisaya had done thousands of years ago…

Dathiel shrieked and thrashed, his claws swiping in desperation at my face. But his scales were already melting from his bones, and his divine essence was being peeled away from the body that contained it.

He could find another host, of course, as Illisaya had. A god could never truly be killed, only contained. But Escar the Gold had left us his blade for a reason—not merely to wound his treacherous brethren, but to contain them if necessary.

I saw the flicker of movement at my side, and just as my fiery breath extinguished, leaving behind a husk of bone and charred meat, Karethys drove the blade into Dathiel’s side. A final roar escaped the Dread Wyrm’s maw, loud enough to shake the world. But then the last of his flesh burned away, and the bones the Godsworn had found beneath Tel Kithas were once again bared to the sky. Dormant.

Karethys crouched next to me, her breaths heavy as she stared at the moonsilver blade. The runes on the surface blazed a bright gold, and I could feel the power brimming within. Sabon Nyr—the blade of justice, in the Old Tongue.

Today, it was Escar’s retribution for the many sins of his brother.

Karethys gasped unexpectedly, and I felt the rush of the Aether returning all around me, like water flooding into a parched valley. The battle was over, the Godsworn were defeated…

And now, finally, the fight for the heart and soul of the Empire could begin.


Epilogue


“We’ve finally received word from Baradar as well as Orn Fallas in the southwest,” Karethys said as we strode through a newly rebuilt palace corridor toward the remnants of the throne room. “Their representatives will be here in one week, just in time for your coronation.”

“Good,” I said with a crisp nod. I walked in robes of state, black with the Sorokar crest in gold across the chest. At least, that was what the artificers had altered my glamour stone to project.

“Good, but not great. After everything that’s happened, you would think they’d be willing to get on a wyvern and fly here first thing in the morning.”

I snickered. “You’re starting to sound like Sariss.”

“She knows how to run a strict house where everyone knows and follows the rules. Some of these families are acting like they’ve never been summoned to court before.”

“If I had only invited the settlement overseers, I would agree. But they’ll all be bringing an entire entourage with them. Honestly, one week is pretty quick considering they’ll be riding through most of the Droughtlands on the way.”

“You’re being far too generous with them.”

“Now you sound like my mother.”

Karethys came to an abrupt halt in the middle of the hall. I smiled as I turned to face her, and I wasn’t at all disappointed with the annoyed glare in her violet eyes. Though that was only because it was playful rather than serious.

“I’m sorry, I just never envisioned you as the administrative type before.”

“I’ve been ‘administrating’ you most of my adult life,” she reminded me tartly. “Training you took a lot of planning and organization. Or have you forgotten how quickly you lost control the first few times I touched you?”

“Never,” I said, reaching out to brush my fingers through her long black hair.

Since returning to Tel Kithas, she had traded her black drow armor for an elegant silver dress befitting an Avetharri noblewoman, though it was cut to reveal her gray abdomen and the Sorokar brand upon it. She also stood taller than usual thanks to her heels. While they weren’t as mercilessly high as those of a Pain Maiden, they were pretty damn close.

It hadn’t taken her long to adapt to her new role as my court seneschal. As a trusted member of House Teviss with access to my mother’s vast spy network, the position had seemed perfect for her. She had eagerly accepted…though given how prideful and stubborn nobles could be, she might come to regret that choice eventually. That, or she’d have to borrow a Pain Maiden’s scourge as well as the heels.

“Have I told you lately that you’re beautiful?” I asked.

“Not often enough,” Karethys teased.

Smiling, I gave her a long, passionate kiss, then took her hand and tugged her along with me again.

“What about the Reach?” I asked.

“Thus far, it seems as though Karn is behaving,” she said. “But I doubt that will last much longer. You’ll have to go there to negotiate personally.”

“That was the plan. The day after the coronation, I believe.”

“Yes, though you might wish to delay one more day. The celebration is going to be long and exhausting.”

I chuckled. “I’ve made it through more annoying and tedious court functions before.”

“I wasn’t talking about the coronation itself,” Karethys said coyly. “I mean the party in your chambers afterward. I was planning something…special.”

“Really,” I said. “Dare I ask?”

“There’s little point. After five years serving your mother, I’ve gotten quite good at keeping secrets.”

She flashed me a coquettish smirk, and I squeezed her hand. We reached the throne room a few moments later, and I pushed open the doors. The debris and rubble had been cleared out, but one of the walls hadn’t been fully repaired. The artisans and artificers would need another day or two, and the decorators would likely need a few beyond that. But I was confident that it would be presentable for the coronation, and that was what mattered most.

But aside from the lingering damage, the great chamber looked exactly as it had before. The stained-glass windows on the ceiling had been replaced, allowing rays of sunlight to filter in from above, and the half dozen pillars scattered around the chamber had also been repaired. The massive dragon crest of House Sorokar—the same symbol tattooed on my wives—was newly emblazoned on the floor in front of the burnished obsidian throne, which itself was as glorious and imperious as ever.

Astonishingly, I had never actually sat upon it before.

“Why not have a seat and try it out?” Karethys asked as if reading my thoughts.

“For one, it’s bad luck to take a seat before your coronation,” I said. “For two…I don’t know, it looks uncomfortable.”

She rolled her violet eyes. “Come on. You can’t tell me you aren’t curious how it feels.”

“Maybe a little,” I admitted. Squeezing her hand again, I walked across the great chamber. I had always found it difficult not to feel the weight of history pressing down upon me whenever I was in here, and today was no different. Dozens of Sorokar and Vermillion scions had sat on this throne when they weren’t soaring in the skies overhead.

I felt the old ache in my chest when I placed my hand on the smooth ebony armrest. It was incredible—and haunting—to think how often I had dreamt of this moment as a child, and how Krynn, my loyal Claw, had always been there alongside me. There were still moments when I couldn’t believe he had betrayed me. Or that in doing so, he had nearly handed the Empire over to Dathiel and the Godsworn.

I glanced past the chair to the rear of the chamber where the twin statues of Lahara and Solterys loomed large over everything. They were a reminder of the chaos that was about to spread across the Empire when the people learned the truth about the Six Gods and the history that had been concealed from them.

Especially when they learned that the Dragon Sovereign of Abethaal still had a spark of Lahara—or rather, Illisaya—brimming inside him. The power still hadn’t destroyed me, as Dathiel had said, though I seemed to have exhausted most of it when I severed his soul from his body. Tyris and the Vorskai were convinced that what remained merely proved their prophecy of the Fakash Tal’Shira—namely, that I was chosen by the gods to bring an end to the Blood Drought.

Whether that was true or not, I retained most of the spark’s memories, and I hoped that the truth about the past would be like a cleansing rain released into a moribund Empire.

“Sariss hasn’t contacted you again, has she?” I asked, still bracing myself against the armrest.

“No,” Karethys said, raising a black eyebrow at the sudden change of subject. “But the breach at Anar Dol still seems to be healing, at least for now. Sariss and your mother expect it might take weeks for all the Elder Dragons to fully awaken from their slumber.”

“Once they do, there’s going to be a reckoning. I fear it will be more destructive than the Godsworn.”

She nodded gravely. “The Vaz Gorati are too powerful to back down without a fight. Taking them on will be dangerous.”

“Dangerous but necessary,” I said. “But the Empire is long overdue for a reformation. It will be painful, but worth it in the end.”

“Unless it starts a war. Dragons fighting dragons, the provinces all at each other’s throat…”

“We’ll just have to make sure that doesn’t happen,” I said, putting as much confidence into my voice as I could.

Karethys stayed quiet for several moments, her eyes distant. “Are you worried that the Sarodihm will regroup? Especially if they learn that we have one of their gods trapped in a sword?”

“We’ll have to find somewhere safe to keep it—somewhere far from the heart of civilization. Maybe on an island somewhere.”

“There are plenty of them out there across the sea.”

“Yes, but it will still need to be guarded at all times,” I said. “Some of the Vorskai have already volunteered.”

“You’re kidding. That’s the job they want on behalf of their messiah?”

“Living on a tropical island somewhere doesn’t seem so bad.”

She crossed her arms. “You aren’t seriously going to send them out there, are you?”

“Not unless they want to. Otherwise they can return to the Vorsk valley.” I waved a hand. “I’ll have to give it some thought, but it’s not a threat we can ignore. Dathiel will try to escape again eventually. Gods have time to be patient.”

“Mm,” Karethys murmured. “Speaking of patience. I notice you’re still not sitting down.”

I chuckled. “You really want me to, huh?”

“If you don’t, someone else will. After all you’ve been through, you should have learned that lesson by now.”

She wasn’t wrong. Taking a deep breath, I seated myself on the obsidian throne. There was no flash of insight or rush of power or anything so dramatic. It was just a stone chair imbued with meaning, not magic. But I couldn’t deny that it felt…right.

“That’s better,” Karethys said. She stepped closer, the click of her heels echoing through the great chamber. She paused in front of me, and from the sudden hungry flash in her eyes, I half expected her to drop to her knees and take me into her mouth right then and there. But instead, she slowly climbed into my lap and straddled me.

My hands effortlessly slid around her waist, and when I pulled her body more tightly against me, I appreciated just how thin the fabric of her dress was. I could feel the heat of her flesh…and especially her core.

“Happy now?” I asked as she nuzzled her nose against mine.

“Very,” Karethys cooed. “Something occurred to me the other day when I was thinking about this chair.”

I pecked at her lip. “What’s that?”

“This might be the only piece of furniture in the palace where we you haven’t fucked me,” she said, her eyes twinkling mischievously. “Seems like an oversight.”

Karethys kissed me before I could answer. Her body melted into mine, and given that my clothes were illusory, it would have been so easy to push her panties aside and slip into her. But if it was bad luck to sit on this chair before the coronation, I had to imagine it was even worse luck to fuck your wife on it. Besides, I had a vital meeting with Lathriel today in Mith Tavar, and I couldn’t afford to be late. Borkesh was surely waiting for me outside…

“You’re right, we’ll have to correct that soon,” I told her as we pulled apart. “Along with any other lingering oversights.”

“Good,” Karethys whispered, her eyes still twinkling. “I’ll see you later tonight for some more…instruction. Tyris still has a lot to learn.”

I chuckled. “She’s a good student—she’ll pick it up quickly.”

“Oh, I know. Just be sure to get there on time. Otherwise, we’ll have to start without you.”

I squeezed her slender waist, and I was about to pull her in for one last kiss before she disappeared in a swirl of shadows only to materialize a few yards away. Throwing a lascivious glance back over her shoulder, she strutted out of the chamber, her heels clicking so loudly on the stone that the sound echoed through the entire hall.

I sat there alone on the throne for a few more heartbeats after she’d left, appreciating the stillness and grandeur of everything around me. Dragon Sovereign. My father had always told me that it was more than a throne and a title—it was a solemn duty and sacred destiny wrapped into one, and fewer and fewer dragons seemed capable of rising to the challenge.

But I would. And if anyone in Abethaal still doubted that, I would prove it to them.
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Borkesh was indeed waiting for me near the palace exit. He had looked strange enough wearing a moonsilver breastplate at Selod Maril, but he was almost unrecognizable clad in the resplendent golden armor of the Wyrmguard. Something about the helmet in particular made me have to smother a laugh every time I saw it. With the faceguard open to accommodate his tusks, he appeared to be wearing a gold bowl on his head.

The palace was still technically closed, so there was no one else nearby aside from a few other Wyrmguard soldiers further down the corridor. They didn’t seem particularly interested in chatting with him, though that feeling was undoubtedly mutual.

“There you are,” Borkesh snarled as I approached. “What took you so damn long?”

“Just checking on the reconstruction efforts,” I said, looking him up and down. “How are you fitting in?”

“Poorly,” he grumbled. “When that wife of yours hired me for this job, she didn’t mention she’d be gone for several weeks. I could have gone with the Ashreavers and snorked Mokka every night on the way.”

My cheek twitched as I tried hard to keep that mental image out of my head. “Sariss will be back before the coronation. You’d better be ready to travel, because she’s going to drag you along while she tours temples across the Empire.”

“Don’t remind me.”

I crossed my arms. “You know, you didn’t have to agree to this. I could have come up with some other way for you to earn your keep around here.”

“I’ve already earned my keep a thousand times over,” Borkesh said tartly. “But anyway, she asked nicely. And she promised me a harem of my own as ‘Grand Protector’ or whatever.”

“She might have been kidding about that,” I said. “Besides, I’m not sure Mokka would approve.”

“Of course she will. Powerful orc warriors always have multiple brood mares, you know that.” His lip curled. “The problem is that she expects to be treated like a ‘First Wife’ now, the same as yours. Authority, privileges…women shouldn’t be allowed to commiserate. It gives them ideas.”

I laughed. He didn’t.

“Speaking of,” he said, reaching to his belt and handing me a letter. “This came in from Sabari earlier.”

“Did it, now?” I asked. “Why’s the seal broken?”

Borkesh waved a hand. “It was addressed to both of us. Probably. Anyway, what matters is that she’s waiting for you in Vimaldis. She said that she and Faradah are currently waiting in the Drowned Gulch inside some sorcerer’s old lair—she seemed to think you’d know what she was talking about.”

I grinned as I unfolded the letter, remembering one of our prior adventures when I had still been Rasmus—one of the few where Borkesh hadn’t been around.

“You had better not make them wives, too,” Borkesh warned.

“I wasn’t planning on it. And I honestly doubt they’d accept a brand anyway, since they’ll outlive all of us and can’t get pregnant.”

“I wouldn’t keep them as concubines either, not unless you can bolt down everything of value in the palace. And the city. And maybe the whole province while you’re at it.”

I snickered. I did need to head out to the Reach soon, but as unpleasant as another meeting with Karn sounded, it might be worth it to check in on Rasmus’s two fey lovers again.

“Come on, we need to get going,” I said, clapping my friend on his armored shoulder. “You ready to ride?”

“Not really,” Borkesh grumbled. “It’s going to be even more uncomfortable while wearing this damn armor.”

“You’ll manage,” I assured him. “And don’t worry, I’ll have the handlers tie you to the saddle so you don’t panic and embarrass yourself on the way.”
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Positioned between the vast emerald pines of the Silvershade Forest to the north and the ancient russet oaks of the Wiltwood to the south, Mith Tavar was the unofficial home of the faeyn people in Abethaal. While Lathriel’s people were common across the province these days, that hadn’t always been the case. The first pilgrims from Falinor had made their home right here.

The city was a stark contrast to the vainglorious spires of Tel Kithas or the sinister streets of Olath Shuk. Mith Tavar was a place of natural splendor where nearly every building was wood rather than stone, and the people lived in harmony with the land and their neighbors as if they were one and the same.

Borkesh hated it, of course. He enjoyed the rank debauchery of civilization too much for his own good these days, whether that took the form of feasting on rare cuisine in Tel Kithas or spending an evening with a Pain Maiden in Olath Shuk. But I appreciated the quiet serenity the moment I landed on the massive wooden aviary at the edge of the city.

He came along with me after I shifted back into my elven form and walked through town in my illusory suit of moonsilver armor. I wasn’t planning on making a scene with an unannounced visit, but I also wasn’t here to hide. That part of my life was over. Today was about facing who—or rather, what—I was. Not just a Dragon Sovereign.

But a father.

I had Borkesh hang back while I approached the simple log cabin on the northern edge of the city. There were hundreds of others like it here, but I didn’t need to check the sign on the elegant fence encircling the property to know I was in the right place. The familiar clothes drying on the vines in the front yard would have been enough, as would the Skywatch armor resting on the workbench outside. But I could also see through the front window, and I watched in amazement as the dark-haired woman inside pulled fresh bread from the stonefire oven.

I smiled as I crept toward the house, wondering if I might be able to use her distraction to sneak up on her. There was a first time for everything, and I was feeling particularly impish after the flight.

Circling around the house, I saw the back door was open. I stalked inside through the narrow opening toward the kitchen, my footsteps silent on the smooth floorboards. Lathriel had just taken off her apron, and I grinned at the sight of her in such normal clothing. Her dark green skirt was pretty but simple, as was the matching cropped blouse that showed off the brand on her stomach. She wasn’t hiding who she was, either. Nor would she ever need to again.

I made it halfway across the kitchen when she spoke.

“You don’t really expect that to work, do you?”

I sighed. “I thought it might. I didn’t cough or trip on anything.”

“You breathe like a dragon no matter what form you’re in,” Lathriel said, smiling as she pivoted around to face me. “But you’re right on time.”

She stretched up on her toes to give me a kiss. She moaned the instant our tongues touched, and what started as a slow, sensual kiss turned recklessly passionate within seconds.

“Wait,” she gasped, abruptly pulling away and taking a few long, slow breaths. The vatari tattoos on her arms and neck had already begun to glow beneath her flesh. “Damn.”

“You all right?” I asked.

“Yes. But I have to pace myself or I might not be able to stop.”

I chuckled and gave her waist a squeeze. “That good, huh?”

“You have no idea,” Lathriel said, shaking her head. “Imagine that you hadn’t eaten for a week, and then someone walks in with a platter of your favorite food.”

“Hmm,” I murmured. “Not sure if I like the idea of being a banquet or not.”

“Don’t worry, I prefer to think of you as a trough. No preparation, I can just dive right in whenever I want.”

I raised an eyebrow, and we shared a laugh.

“Seriously though, it’s going to take some getting used to,” Lathriel said. “It’s not the same as the Wasting Echo—there’s no pain or anything. But there are definitely pangs of hunger from time to time. Sometimes I’ll take a bite from a piece of fruit and realize that’s not what my body is craving.”

“You don’t have to explain it to me—I felt the same way as Rasmus with that vatari wound in my chest. Getting blasted by a spell was almost refreshing sometimes.” I touched the glamour stone on my neck. “I had to draw power from this thing pretty often. Didn’t have my own personal sorcerer around to feed me.”

“Lucky me, I upgraded all the way to dragon.” She smirked, then dragged her tongue over her lips. “Dragon God, actually.”

“I wouldn’t go quite that far,” I said.

Lathriel shrugged, then lifted a knee and gently brushed it against my groin. “All I know is you taste even better to me. I’m seriously tempted to have myself a quick snack. Especially knowing this armor of yours isn’t real…”

I chuckled. “Kissing isn’t enough for you?”

“It’s better straight from the tap. But we should behave. Eranas will be back from the tutors any time.”

My chest tightened, and I tossed a glance out the open window into the tree-lined street. I hadn’t mentioned it to Borkesh, but I’d been jittery the entire flight here. Honestly, I hadn’t been this nervous when we had assaulted an actual god at Selod Maril.

“It’s all right,” Lathriel soothed. “There’s nothing to worry about.”

I swallowed. “Are you sure?”

“Absolutely. He’ll be confused and maybe a little shy, but he’s too young to resent your absence, Alamir. Give it a little time, and it will be like you were here all along.”

“I hope you’re right.”

Lathriel smiled. “It will be fine…especially when he realizes he’ll be the oldest and most important child. At least until one of the others ends up with dragon blood.”

“Whether he does or not, it doesn’t matter—if there’s one change I’m going to make during my reign, it will be making blood less important, not more,” I said firmly. “The Sarodihm aren’t wrong about everything. You understand that better than anyone.”

She reached up and gently ran her fingers through my hair. “Seems like forever ago when we were out there in Razormaw Canyon with you telling me all the ways you were going to reform the Empire. I don’t think I ever truly believed it.”

“What about now?” I asked, running the tip of my thumb over the brand on her belly.

“Now I think you owe me a rematch. Vilyanos and I have been practicing—pretty sure we can beat you in a race.”

Her smile turned sly, and I pulled her in for another kiss. She moaned softly as she fed off my power, then gently pulled away again before she turned and looked out the window.

I followed her gaze. Two older faeyn women were walking down the street with a small child between them. He waved at his mother when he saw her, his hazel eyes bright. His white hair, the same as mine, blew behind his shoulders as he broke into an excited run.

“Come on,” Lathriel said, taking my hand. “It’s time to meet your son.”
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Appendix


Abalor: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Aribter, 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.

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 Six Gods.

Sanathar: Dragon Apostle of wind and flight

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

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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