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Prologue


Malion Starmantle, the Dragon Father, paced across the length of his dank cell for the hundredth time this morning. Or was it still night? He didn’t know for certain, since there were no windows in Oro Sarn’s ancient dungeon. He had tried tracking the days based on when meals were delivered, but that had been disrupted after he’d managed to slip his hands through the bars and break the last guard’s nose. For some reason, he hadn’t received any food since.

He hadn’t thought about his grumbling stomach for hours, but his suppression collar was more difficult to ignore. The tiny vatari crystal shards dug into his neck every time he tried to reach out to the Aether, absorbing the magical energy before he could shape it into a spell. It also stabbed into his throat anytime he tried to take it off, which had happened more than once. He knew that if he could get it off for even a few seconds, he might be able to escape. But instead he was stuck here rotting away while the monster that pledged to defile his daughter assaulted their homeland.

Malion didn’t fear the rage burning inside him–he welcomed it. The biggest mistake he could make right now would be trying to stay calm. A man who felt nothing when his family was threatened was no man at all.

Yet at the same time, he knew it would also be a mistake to allow his anger to fester aimlessly. He needed to nurture it. To cultivate it. And when the time was right, he could forge it into a righteous blade and thrust it into the hearts of his enemies.

For now, however, all Malion could do was pace across the cell. The silence was maddening, though it was still better than when he’d been forced to listen to that cultist muttering to herself. She had been locked in a cell on the other side of the dungeon, but he’d still been able to hear her insane rambling about dead gods and ancient vengeance. With any luck, the White Wyrm had dragged her outside and devoured her in front of his followers. Rilas Bastrel was a butcher and a madman, but he was still a dragon. Hopefully even he had enough sense not to listen to a Godsworn.

Malion had walked the length of his cell another hundred times when the sound of approaching footsteps broke the oppressive silence. His stomach growled in anticipation, and he tried his best to ignore the pangs of hunger that followed. It didn’t matter if they were delivering him a fresh mutton feast—he was still going to try and hurt whoever they’d sent, especially if they were too stupid not to wear a helmet.

He didn’t smell food as the footsteps drew closer, which ruled out the feast of mutton or anything else remotely palatable. But they would assuredly be bringing him something, so Malion sat down in the far corner of the cell in an attempt to look as pathetic and broken as possible.

“You don’t really expect that to work again, do you?”

Malion’s breath caught in his throat at the sound of the familiar voice, and again when he spotted the overweight, shadowy silhouette moving toward his cell. But it wasn’t until the figure finally passed beneath one of the flickering oil lanterns that he realized his mind wasn’t playing tricks on him.

“Why not come closer and find out?” Malion asked.

The visitor snorted, then stopped directly in front of the bars. Haberian Windsong was several decades older than Malion, with a round face and fat frame that appeared more human than elven. Despite that, he’d always had a prideful and arrogant manner, believing himself to be one of the most important men in Lostrien.

But not today. Haberian’s posture has a distinct stoop to it, as if the weight of his betrayal and the subsequent loss of his oldest son had crushed a part of his spine. Malion hoped that it had. The Windsongs deserved far worse.

“Come here to gloat?” Malion asked, rising back to his feet. “To tell me how well your plan worked out? That all you had to do to earn your freedom was sacrifice your honor and feed your family to a madman?”

Haberian’s hands clenched at his side. He looked ready for battle. His arming sword was sheathed on one side of his belt, and a fine dagger was clipped to the other. His huge greatsword was fastened to his back, and the moonsilver plates riveted to his brigandine coat glimmered in the lanternlight.

“I came here because I need your help,” Haberian said, his voice tight and low. “All of Lostrien needs your help. The mad dragon must be stopped, at any cost.”

The mad dragon you unleashed? Malion thought. The mad dragon you thought would deliver you the throne?

“I can’t kill a dragon,” he said instead. “Especially not from inside here.”

“We have to warn Tir Bereth that they can’t afford to wait,” the Windsong patriarch said. “Bastrel won’t need to conquer Lostrien piecemeal, not anymore.”

Malion leaned closer to the bars. “Why?”

“Because he stole a relic from the Vaz Gorati. I don’t know exactly what it does, but he believes that it’s speaking to him. He gains more knowledge every day.”

“That sounds like madness, not power.”

“It is both,” Haberian insisted. “The artifact is real, I’ve seen it. And he’s started allowing that cultist to whisper in his ears. His powers are growing—my men tell me he’s been raising the dead.”

Malion’s cheek twitched. “My daughter saw his Tirzak doing that in the Peaks a month ago.”

“Not like this. Not in this number.” Haberian swallowed. “That dustborn dragon killed thousands of bugs on Sunbreak Ridge, but Bastrel brought most of them back. They’re…possessed.”

The claim was so ludicrous that Malion wanted to dismiss it out of hand. The Empire had banned shadow magic thousands of years before either of them were born, and there hadn’t been a true warlock capable of rending the Pale and summoning demonic spirits for ages. Even the drow weren’t that stupid or reckless.

But then, there had also never been a human dragon before…or a White Wyrm who could imbue his followers with magic. The impossible had become the mundane in short order.

“You’re saying that Rilas Bastrel has an army of dead Tirzak possessed by spirits from the Pale?” Malion asked.

Haberian nodded. “That’s what he has now. I dread to think what he’ll have tomorrow, and that’s what scares me. Your daughter can’t afford to wait. She needs to attack Oro Sarn and put House Bastrel down for good.”

“Oro Sarn is one of the most fortified positions in the province, and you gave it up without a fight!”

“I did what I had to do to protect my family,” Haberian growled. “You would have done the same.”

Malion’s thoughts turned to Kyriel. He had been concerned when she had never developed draconic powers, and he’d been devastated when they’d learned she couldn’t channel magic. He had blamed Alessara—her stubborn insistence on confronting Lumos Bastrel on her own had destroyed Lostrien’s future. The curse had destroyed her and poisoned their daughter.

But Malion had never blamed Kyriel for any of it. How could he? It didn’t matter that she was headstrong like her mother, or that he’d always feared she would eventually get herself into trouble because of it. Kyriel was his precious girl, sweet and innocent and perfect in a way no one else could ever be. He would sacrifice anything—anyone—to protect her. Nothing would ever change that.

“I won’t pretend that it will be easy to storm this place or kill the White Wyrm,” Haberian said into the pause. “But the bugs aren’t used to fighting inside fortifications. And if the Legion does attack, my people will help them from the inside.”

“You’re sure about that?” Malion asked.

“Windsong will fight. I guarantee it.”

A dozen bitter retorts flashed in Malion’s mind, but he didn’t put any of them into words. This simply wasn’t the time for vengeance.

Yet.

“What do you expect me to do?” he asked.

“I want you to get to the capital and warn your daughter,” Haberian said. “We can’t go through the front gates, but there’s an old tunnel that leads into the mountains. From there, you can make your way to the Crossroads and get a wyvern to take you to Tir Bereth.”

Malion frowned and looked around the prison. “You’re telling me that there’s an escape tunnel built into your prison?”

“No. But you know as well as I do that this dungeon used to be part of the original scouting fort used in the first Imperial expeditions. This was never designed to hold anyone.” He gestured to his right. “My ancestors had the old passages sealed and trapped generations ago, but I can get us through them. The only question is whether or not you’re willing to help.”

Under nearly any other circumstances, Malion would have assumed this was a trap, especially considering the source. But if Haberian wanted to kill him, he didn’t need to be clever about it. He and his men could drag Malion out of here and push him from the battlements or hang him from the gallows or riddle him with arrows. The only exception would be if Haberian felt the need to make his prisoner’s death look like an accident, perhaps because his new master still wanted the Dragon Father alive.

But even if that was the case, Malion was still willing to take the risk. Getting murdered by Haberian would still be an improvement over whatever Rilas Bastrel had planned for him…

“I’ll deliver the message,” Malion said. “But where is Bastrel?”

“He flew north,” Haberian said. “But I doubt he’ll be gone for long, so we need to hurry.”

The Windsong patriarch placed his hand against the lock of the cell, then briefly closed his eyes as he channeled magic into the metal. Despite the age of the makeshift dungeon, House Windsong had at least fitted the cells with proper Aetheric locks. There were no physical keys to the doors here.

There was a loud click, and Haberian swung the iron bars open. Malion’s first impulse was to lunge for the man’s throat, but he managed to keep his rage in check a little longer.

“I’m surprised he’s willing to leave you alone in your keep,” Malion said as he stepped out of the cell. “Isn’t he worried about you turning against him? Especially with your history?”

Haberian grimaced as if the last comment had been a knife twisting in his gut. Which had been Malion’s intent, of course.

“He believes we’re too frightened to oppose him,” Haberian said. “He’s usually right.”

Malion cast his gaze back and forth down the hall. He had no idea what had happened to his armor and weapons, and Haberian didn’t appear to be lugging them around. The thought of escaping this place in rags was daunting, but it was still better than the alternative.

“Here,” Haberian said, producing a small clamp-like device from his belt before reaching for Malion’s suppression collar. “Just remember, I can’t help you escape if you burn me to cinders.”

“Might be worth it anyway,” the Dragon Father muttered as he felt the pressure release around his neck. He reached out to the Aether, and its soothing currents once again washed over him. He couldn’t believe how good it felt, like a warm meal after days marching on an empty stomach.

Malion immediately shaped its energy into a protective mantle over his rags, then conjured a spark of burning flame in his palm. The dungeon was cold, and they could also use the light.

“This way,” Haberian said. “We need to make haste.”

They moved at a rapid pace. Malion peered into the cells as he passed them, the light from his magical flame banishing the long shadows to reveal dirt and filth but few actual prisoners. The dungeon had been mostly empty when Malion had first been brought down here, and things were even quieter now without the Godsworn cultist and her insane mumbling.

Haberian led them to a large, magically-sealed iron door on the far side of the dungeon, which he opened with another burst of Aetheric energy. The passage on the other side was rough and narrow, suggesting that it had been dug by hand rather than sculpted with magic. Either way, the fact it had endured for thousands of years was genuinely impressive. House Windsong must have reinforced it at some point over the eons, possibly to move their own scouts through the mountains.

Whatever the case, the journey was stuffy, cramped, and generally uncomfortable, not to mention perilous. Haberian disarmed at least half a dozen traps on the way, several of which Malion never would have noticed on his own. If a prisoner had miraculously managed to get through the sealed door, they probably wouldn’t have gotten very far afterward. And the lack of remains suggested no one had tried in the recent past.

Eventually, Malion heard the howling of wind in the distance, and the air soon became noticeably less stuffy. He extinguished the flame in his palm once the first rays of sunlight greeted them, and they reached the exit shortly thereafter.

“It won’t be an easy descent,” Haberian said, the wind whipping his hair into his face as he stood at the mouth of the tunnel and pointed down. “What little remains of the old scouting path is slick, and it’s still a long way down.”

Malion moved next to him. It was indeed a daunting sight; they were high enough up in the Doriath Mountains that he spotted several isolated patches of snow here and there despite the fact it was the middle of summer. The tiny entrance to this tunnel was little more than a speck against the seemingly endless rocky expanse.

The path down, if it could be called that, was thin and winding with few handholds and undoubtedly precarious footing. House Starmantle’s legendary rangers could have handled the terrain without much trouble, but Malion hadn’t trained with them since he’d been a boy in Karthuil. But considering that the alternative was returning to his cell and waiting for the return of the White Wyrm, Malion was still eager to get started.

“Here,” Haberian said, removing a small, thigh-sized pack from his side and tossing it to the ground. “Some basic gear and provisions. It’s the best I can do under the circumstances.”

Malion inspected the pack. Rations, a bundled cloak, heavy boots, some pitons and rope…it was a minimalistic collection, to put it mildly.

“No weapons?” he asked.

“You’ll have to rely on your magic,” Haberian said. “It shouldn’t be a problem for the most powerful Aetherblade in Lostrien.”

Malion could hear the forced levity in the other man’s voice, as if he believed he could wash away his sins and return to the way things used to be. But even Haberian couldn’t be that delusional. There was no going back.

“Unless the Flensing kills me before I reach the Crossroads,” Malion said. “Did Bastrel destroy my blade?”

“No, but dragging your equipment through the keep wasn’t an option,” Haberian said. “I trust most of my men to fight back when I give the order, but there are a great many people in the keep, some of whom joined Bastrel too readily. I can’t trust them. And if the White Wyrm found out that I’m working against him, he might slaughter the rest of my family before we have a chance to depose him.”

If Haberian was at all aware of the irony of his statements, he didn’t give any signs of it. But then, self-awareness had never been a Windsong virtue. Pride, on the other hand…

“Then I best get going,” Malion said, unrolling the cloak and throwing it over his shoulders. It would be warmer than his prison rags, if nothing else, and with any luck his magic could do the rest.

“Good luck,” Haberian told him. “I’ll do whatever I can to sabotage the White Wyrm’s efforts, but we can’t afford to wait long. The sooner you bring your armies, the better.”

Malion tossed the pack over his shoulder, then cast another look out the mountain before turning back to the man he’d once considered a friend and ally. “That’s it?”

“I told you, I couldn’t afford to drag your equipment—”

“I mean you aren’t even going to apologize?” Malion interrupted. “For getting thousands of our men killed? For kidnapping my daughter so that your son could rape her?”

“My son never laid a hand on her!” Haberian’s mouth quivered, though whether it was from anger or guilt was difficult to tell. There was plenty of room for both. “And this is my apology. I know it won’t be enough. Some things can’t be forgiven.”

“No,” Malion agreed. “They can’t.”

He dropped the pack from his shoulder. When Haberian frowned in confusion, Malion struck. The Dragon Father’s right hand was little more than a blur when it slammed into the Windsong patriarch’s face, shattering his nose and knocking him against the cavern wall. Haberian’s agonized cry echoed down the mountain, and as he reflexively clutched at his face, Malion grabbed the dagger from the other man’s belt and plunged it into the side of Haberian’s throat right above his brigandine coat.

The bloody gurgling didn’t last long, nor did the frantic, desperate slaps at Malion’s arm. Perhaps Haberian had realized he was dead the moment he’d dared lay his hands on Kyriel. Perhaps his body had simply been shuffling around his castle just waiting for someone to grant it the mercy of oblivion.

Either way, Malion’s only regret was that this was a far too quick and merciful death for a traitor. He vowed on the warm blood gushing over his hands that Rilas Bastrel wouldn’t get off so easily.

When the body of his old friend finally went limp, Malion claimed the man’s armor and swords for himself. Then, with a grunt of pained exertion, he pitched the corpse over the side of the mountain.

Just like Haberian had warned, it was indeed a long way down.


1
The Accused


“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Nirivi Ulyr insisted. “I am drow, not Avetharri!”

“The blood does not lie,” Vinarys replied hoarsely. “You are drow and Avetharri. There’s no doubt about it.”

Nirivi scowled and she clutched at her hand where the priestess had drawn her blood. She looked as stunned as Vinarys looked horrified. As for my own face…well, I was glad there wasn’t a mirror nearby to check.

Vin and I had only just returned from the battle at Tari Hyare, and the first thing we’d been told was that Nirivi—trained Pain Maiden, Second Daughter of House Ulyr, and my ostensible wife-to-be—was the daughter of Lumos Bastrel. It was as if we had flown out of the fires of war only to land and have ice cold water thrown in our faces.

Kyriel had evidently learned the truth about Nirivi’s heritage yesterday, but the extra time hadn’t made either of them appear any more sanguine about the revelation. How could it? Lumos Bastrel, the white dragon who had attempted to overthrow Sovereign Alessara and had plunged Lostrien into civil war, had another secret child. And somehow, this one was even more shocking than Rilas. At least his mother had been a member of Lumos’s harem, albeit an obscure one that nobody realized was pregnant. His existence was implausible, but not impossible.

But a drow daughter, on the other hand…

Nirivi sat stiffly in the chair of her breakfast nook while Vin, Kyriel, and I loomed in front of her like interrogators. It wasn’t the most hospitable treatment for a guest, but we needed answers. Kyriel had wanted to come in here and confront the Second Daughter of House Ulyr right away.

I had told the princess about the battle—and about Rilas’s unexpected attack on Karthuil—on the way. It was a lot to take in at once, but somehow Kyriel was managing. Her continued poise and resolve made me even prouder to be her consort, a feat I wouldn’t have thought possible.

“I didn’t think that you and Sulestra looked much alike,” I said, my eyes flicking from Vin’s ritual knife back to Nirivi. “I figured that the two of you had the same mother but different fathers.”

“Of course we don’t have the same father!” Nirivi said. Her voice had been calm when everyone had first barged into her room, but it was sounding increasingly flustered now. “Drow females do not limit themselves to a single male. Only the strongest are worthy of our attention, and then only long enough for them to share their seed. Consorts are discarded once they have fulfilled their purpose. It is the same custom as your Sovereigns in Lostrien.”

“Your customs are nothing like ours,” Kyriel hissed.

Nirivi arched a white eyebrow. “Aren’t they? From what I’ve read, your ancestors frequently bred with several different vassal houses over the course of their reign. It is the reason your family has held this land together during the Drought—every vassal has their chance at the trough sooner or later. Breaking this tradition is what caused the last war, is it not?”

Kyriel’s blue eyes flashed, but I placed a soothing hand on her shoulder before she could snap back at the other woman. I hoped that the warmth of my touch would remind her to take a breath. She had time to be patient.

Because despite Rilas’s seeming alliance with House Ulyr—and despite the fact House Bastrel evidently had another living member—not all the news we’d shared today was bad. We had crushed the Tirzak army in the Sunbreak Ridge, and House Akathi had finally and fully pledged its forces to our cause. On top of that, the drow potion that Kyriel had given to her mother seemed to be working. Sovereign Alessara hadn’t awakened yet, but her condition was improving by the hour. Things could have been much worse.

Still, they were bad enough. Blood Mother Sianeth, Alessara’s longtime spiritual advisor and the leader of the Vaz Gorati in Lostrien, was dead. The news of her demise—and that of many of her senior priestesses—was spreading across the province as quickly as news about our victory in the hills. Whatever political momentum we might have gained from a military triumph would likely be lost in the stories of terror from the temple. And the fact that Kyriel’s consort had brought a representative of House Ulyr to the palace right beforehand was going to be even more of a scandal than it already was.

“The last war was caused by your father,” Vin said angrily when Kyriel remained silent. “His treachery is written in your blood!”

“I told you,” Nirivi said through clenched teeth, “I am drow, not Avetharri.”

“And I told you that the blood doesn’t lie. You are—”

“You have to admit that the timeline fits,” I interrupted, trying to take control of the conversation before it spiraled out of hand. “Lumos Bastrel visited Ust Perya about a year before you were born. Isn’t it possible that you could be mistaken? Do you even know who your father is supposed to be?”

Nirivi’s gray cheek twitched, and her ruby eyes locked on mine. “Few drow know their patrilineal lines. Consorts are not granted any special authority in Ust Perya. Most males are never told who their children are. It isn’t wise or necessary for them to believe they are worth more to a family than their blades or spells can provide in its defense.”

My lip twisted. I still couldn’t wrap my head around the idea of treating consorts or concubines like disposable pleasures. Men and women both had their faults and their virtues; a proper union made both stronger. I sometimes felt as if Kyriel and I were the only ones who thought that way.

“I think it’s clear that the Matron Mother made a deal with Lumos Bastrel,” I said. “She gave him a powerful relic, and in exchange he gave her a child. Presumably, Daerulis hoped she’d give birth to a drow dragon.”

“Yet I have no scales at all,” Nirivi said, holding out her gray hands.

“But his blood legacy flows inside you nonetheless.”

Her ruby eyes flashed in defiance, but she stayed silent. As far as I could tell, her shock and frustration were genuine—the fact that she was a Bastrel was as much of a surprise to her as it was to us. And despite her protests, I could tell that she knew that my theory was correct. Her mother had made a deal with Lumos—a deal she had evidently kept secret from her own daughter. I wasn’t entirely sure why, unless she was embarrassed about it. Or perhaps she’d simply hoped to surprise her enemies with a spontaneous dragon child…

Regardless, I could also tell that Kyriel and Vinarys were far more suspicious of Nirivi’s motives. Liawen had tried to defend her former instructor when we’d arrived, but her protests had fallen on pointy deaf ears.

“The Matron Mother gave us the potion,” Kyriel said, looking at me. “She must have known that we’d test the contents and discover her daughter’s true blood legacy.”

“Not necessarily,” Vin said, eyeing the residual blood on the ritual knife. “The blood in the admixture was so diluted she may have figured we’d have trouble getting an accurate reading. It wouldn’t be the first time that outsiders have underestimated the skill of the Vaz Gorati.”

“She may have also assumed that we’d be so desperate to save your mother that we’d use it regardless,” I reasoned. “And that once we did, we’d be in her debt. Sending Nirivi home after that would shatter any hope of an alliance—an alliance the Matron Mother knows we need.”

Nirivi stared down the cut on her hand. It took her a few more heartbeats, but she eventually mustered the will to speak again.

“My mother would not hesitate to use me to get what she wants,” she whispered. “No shame, no humiliation, no torment would be too great if it earned our house a dragon.”

I squeezed Kyriel’s arm again, causing her to look up at me. She knew that I sympathized with Nirivi more than the rest of them did, but I wasn’t sure if that would matter or not. To her—and to the Sovereign’s court—Nirivi would no longer be a potential ally, but a Bastrel scion. They would see her blood as an affront to the unity of Lostrien. Imperial law and custom was apparently quite clear when it came to families who attacked a legitimate Dragon Sovereign.

But I didn’t care about law or custom. It simply wasn’t fair to blame a daughter for her father’s crimes, especially one she’d never even known.

“We need to know more about this relic that Rilas took from Karthuil,” I said, looking back at Nirivi and trying to steer the conversation away from accusations for a moment. “Do you have any idea what it is?”

“I do not,” Nirivi said, shaking her head. “The drow do not give away our treasures.”

“Your mother seems to have made an exception, and the Vaz Gorati thought the relic was important enough to bury after Lumos was killed.” I turned to Vin. “You don’t know anything about it, either?”

“Blood Mother Sianeth never told me anything about a drow relic,” Vin said, shaking her head. “But as you know, she was old and fond of keeping her own counsel. And Bastrel’s betrayal happened when I was still an infant.”

“What about the older priestesses?” Kyriel asked. “Could they know?”

“Possibly, though not many survived. I plan to ask them when I go to Karthuil.”

I pursed my lips. “Perhaps the relic is responsible for Lumos’s powers. Perhaps it even helped him weave this blood curse in the first place.”

“And now his psychotic son has it,” Vin whispered. “Who knows what he might try to do with it?”

Kyriel crossed her arms and scowled at Nirivi again. “Your people helped him raid the temple. Why would your mother go to all this trouble to send you to the surface only to then side with Rilas and help him steal this relic?”

“She wouldn’t,” Nirivi said flatly. “But my sister might.”

“I was wondering about that,” I murmured. “Do you think Sulestra knew the truth about your bloodline if you didn’t?”

Nirivi opened her mouth as if to protest the accusation yet again. But then her ruby eyes flicked to the ritual knife and the Vaz Gorati priestess holding it.

“I…I do not know,” she managed, her voice wavering uncharacteristically. “I suppose it is possible. I’ve been on the surface for years, so she may not have acted upon it because she didn’t yet consider me a threat.”

“Which changed the moment your mother sent you back to the surface to become a dragon wife,” I said. “I may not understand the intricacies of drow politics, but if you gave birth to a dragon, it would surely threaten her power as First Daughter. And that would give her all the excuse she needed to try and sabotage your mother’s plans.”

Nirivi nodded gravely. “Sulestra would not have aided the White Wyrm unless he pledged to aid her in return.”

“Aid her how?” Kyriel asked.

“By helping to overthrow their mother so she can claim Ust Perya and House Ulyr for herself,” I said. “That much I do understand about drow politics.”

“One dragon is not strong enough to take the entire city by force,” Nirivi said. “But my sister has many allies throughout our house and the city. Together, they might have enough power to challenge the Matron Mother.”

“But Zelioth favors your mother. Earlier, you told me that—”

“The Spider Queen favors whoever proves themselves strongest,” Nirivi said flatly. “She will not abandon my sister or my mother. She will give them both power, and whoever wins will earn her favor. Such is the way of Ust Perya…such is the way of the Great Dark.”

“Will the other drow houses support her?” Kyriel asked.

“Some of them. My mother has maintained a careful balance of power, but there are many houses who wish to make war against the Empire. They wish to raid the surface for riches…and for slaves.”

I hissed softly and looked at Kyriel. “With the drow on his side, Rilas could attack nearly anywhere without warning. We can’t win a war against the drow and the Tirzak at the same time.”

“No, we can’t,” she admitted soberly. “But we also can’t march the Legion into the Dark. There’s a reason the Empire has always struggled to control the drow families.”

Kyriel eyed Nirivi for a long moment, her expression unreadable. Both women seemed to be searching the other for any sign of weakness.

“I need to think,” the princess said eventually. “You will remain here under guard. Do not attempt to leave this room or contact anyone, do you understand?”

“Perfectly, Your Highness,” Nirivi replied.

I gave her a sympathetic look, wishing there was something I could do or say to return the situation to where it had been a few days earlier. But for now, all I could do was try to convince Kyriel to remain calm and think this through. Rash decisions would only make a delicate situation worse.

Ten minutes later, we had moved from Nirivi’s chambers to Kyriel’s. The princess asked Liawen to join us, and Vinarys and my concubine stood at my side while Kyriel paced back and forth across her balcony.

“You’re still convinced that this woman didn’t know the truth about her heritage?” Kyriel asked.

“She didn’t, Your Highness,” Lia said, her voice soft but resolute.

“How can you be so certain? She was your instructor, not your friend.”

“She was…” Lia trailed off. She was wearing her typical olive bandeau and matching skirt, and she had pressed herself against my side as if she yearned for my support. My hand had reflexively settled on the small of her back. “She would not have kept such a thing from me, I promise.”

Kyriel and Vinarys looked at the faeyn girl and each other. They were all friends—more than friends, really—and they had to know that Lia wouldn’t lie to them about something so important. But they might have thought that the girl was lying to herself about the extent of her friendship with the drow Pain Maiden.

I had to admit, I found myself wondering about that, too. I knew that Lia and Nirivi were close, but I still felt as if I was missing many important details. I made a mental note to ask my concubine about it again later.

“Regardless of what Nirivi knew or didn’t know, I made a deal with the Matron Mother,” I said into the pause. “And if this potion does its job and saves Sovereign Alessara, then Daerulis carried out her end of the bargain. Nirivi being the daughter of Lumos Bastrel doesn’t change anything.”

“It changes everything,” Kyriel said, stopping midstride and putting her hands on the hips of her blue dress. “My consort agreeing to take a drow wife was enough of a scandal. Once word gets out that she’s a Bastrel, the court will want her strung up on the spot!”

“I don’t care what the court wants,” I growled. “I am the Wyrm Lord, and I am the one who made the deal with the Matron Mother. Vin has told me over and over again that I get to choose my own harem.”

“Well, yes, darling, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t good and bad choices,” Vin said. “Honestly, I don’t even understand why you’re defending this woman. She’s not that pretty.”

“Because she didn’t do anything wrong. At worst, she’s the victim of a conspiracy she knew nothing about.” I sighed and flicked a dismissive hand. “The point is that we need to stop, take a deep breath, and slow everything down. Whether she’s a Bastrel or not, Nirivi isn’t the threat—Rilas is. And if Sulestra has made a deal with him, we have to intervene.”

“How?” Kyriel asked. “We don’t have enough soldiers to defend Tir Bereth and all the other fiefdoms as it is. But even if we did, our men can’t fight underground.”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But we can’t allow Rilas Bastrel to take control of Ust Perya and House Ulyr.”

“Rilas Bastrel will not be taking control of anything.”

All four of us turned as the door to Kyriel’s chambers abruptly opened. The voice of the speaker was familiar, but much deeper and more powerful than the last time I’d heard it. My breath caught in my throat, and Kyriel gasped so loudly I was surprised she didn’t faint.

Sovereign Alessara Valostri stepped into the room, the blue scales of her huge Wyrmidon body shimmering as she moved. Her eyes blazed a draconic yellow, and I could feel a storm of Aetheric energy crackling in her wake like invisible lightning.

“His reign of terror will soon be over,” she said. “And his Tirzak will be driven back into the depths of the mountains where they belong.”
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“I can’t believe it,” Kyriel said, her face still streaked with tears. “I…I never thought I’d speak to you again.”

The princess embraced her mother. Alessara had reverted to her natural elven form not long after entering, and now she and her daughter were sitting on the edge of Kyriel’s bed, both wearing the same Valsotri blue scaled dress. Vin sat behind them, her eyes closed in intense concentration as she reached into the Aether and used her magic to examine the Sovereign’s blood.

I stood away from the bed, trying to give them some space. I would have left altogether, but Alessara had insisted that Lia and I stay. Seeing the Sovereign back on her feet again was heartening beyond words, though she was thin and haggard after many days of unconsciousness. Nonetheless, I was once again stricken by how much she and her daughter looked alike.

They spoke in hushed tones for a moment, which once again made me wonder if I should leave to give them some space. But then Alessara stretched out her right hand, and patches of blue dragon scales began to appear on her flesh.

“It takes a great deal of effort,” she said. “Far more than it used to.”

“I’m sure that will change,” Kyriel said, smiling and wiping the tears from her cheeks. “You just need to regain your strength.”

Alessara nodded slowly, flexing her fingers as they transformed into long, deadly Wyrmidon claws. Her skin may have been pallid, and she may have been unhealthily thin, but I could still see the fire burning in her eyes. In a way, she looked more alive than before she’d been poisoned. For the first time in two decades, she was a dragon again. It must have felt like walking after being forced to crawl for half your life.

“There’s no sign of the Tirzak venom,” Vin said, her green eyes fluttering open. “Your dragon blood is burning hot.”

“Yes,” Alessara said, her cerulean eyes turning a fierce yellow. “It is.”

Vin looked at Kyriel, then back at the Sovereign. “You need to eat something, Your Majesty. And get plenty of rest.”

“I’ve rested enough.” Alessara flexed her claws again, then let out a long, slow breath and allowed the claws and scales to recede. “But I wouldn’t mind some food.”

As Lia rushed off to fetch something to eat, the rest of us migrated to Kyriel’s huge royal breakfast table. As we all ate, the Sovereign bade us to tell her everything she’d missed during her absence. Hearing all the events laid out made it seem like months had passed rather than a little over a week, but Alessara took it all in.

Including the news that her consort hadn’t returned.

“General Laeryl said that father died fighting so that you could escape,” Kyriel said quietly. “And that he sent the souls of countless monsters screaming into the Pale on the way.”

Alessara’s jaw clenched. The moment Kyriel had mentioned her father, the Sovereign had stopped showing any interest in the fresh fruit and bread on her plate. I found myself wondering how much of the battle she remembered before losing consciousness, but I didn’t want to ask and revive the unpleasant memories.

“I will hold a ceremony to honor his sacrifice,” the Sovereign said. “And those of all the others. Lostrien does not—will not—forget its heroes.”

Alessara swallowed, and when she glanced back up, her expression was set in steel. “But first, I intend to get my court under control. They should have obeyed you without question.”

Kyriel shrugged. “They cooperated better than I expected most of the time. The ones that actually showed up, anyway. They were upset when they learned the truth about the curse, but—”

“I don’t care how mad they are about being deceived,” Alessara said. “With my powers restored, they will have no choice but to fall in line. I will not tolerate their impertinence any longer.”

She turned to Vin, who had shifted off the bed and moved to stand beside me.

“You tested my blood,” the Sovereign said. “How long until I’ve fully recovered? How long until I can become a full wyrm again?”

“I…I don’t know for certain, Your Majesty,” Vin admitted. “There is no record of anything like this happening before, so I have no basis for comparison.”

Alessara nodded, then shifted her gaze to me. “Your powers have obviously come a long way in a short period of time. That’s good. Very good.”

“I still feel like I have a great deal to learn, but transforming is easier every day,” I said.

A thin smile touched her lips. “I knew you were different from the moment I watched you fight in the Parthanex. Though I never could have imagined that I would be fighting alongside a true wyrm.”

“I never imagined that I would be one.”

“Indeed.” Her smile faded, and her expression hardened again. “Once I have recovered, you and I will lead an attack on Oro Sarn. I don’t care what magic or relics this Bastrel murderer possesses. He will not be able to stand against the two of us fighting together.”

I cast a glance at Kyriel, and she nodded in recognition.

“We can’t afford to underestimate him, mother,” the princess said, her voice soft. “His shadow magic is deadly and powerful, and his—”

“He is a whelp who fancies himself a wyrm,” Alessara replied coldly. “Lumos was five times his age, and I defeated him on my own. With Lord Farric’s help, the White Whelp won’t stand a chance.”

Kyriel’s lip quivered. “Lumos Bastrel didn’t wield the power of a Godsoul fragment. And he didn’t have control of the Tirzak swarm.”

The princess didn’t mention the fact that Lumos Bastrel had also made her mother pay a heavy price for her victory, including poisoning her unborn daughter, but I could feel the sentiment hanging unspoken in the air.

“I will not sit by and allow him to defile Lostrien unopposed,” the Dragon Sovereign said. “With Akathi’s leophon knights at our side, our aerial forces will tear through the Tirzak flyers and leave the whelp unprotected.”

“Maybe,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “But while you recover, we should try and learn more about Vinarys’s amulet. We’ve been trying to keep its origin secret, but this has greatly limited our ability to study it. All we really know is that it’s a Shalassan relic…and that it’s the only reason we survived the battle in the Crossroads.”

The Sovereign looked at Vin, her righteous anger momentarily redirected. I understood how she felt—she had just awakened to mostly terrible news, and she wanted to get out there and kill the man responsible. But she was obviously still weak, and we couldn’t afford to be rash. Especially since we knew so little about the relic Rilas had stolen from the Vaz Gorati and what new powers it may have given him.

“We’ll take it to Gûl Norigaad right away,” Alessara said. “I’ll commit every sorcerer in the tower to studying it if necessary. We can’t afford to let our taboos control us. Old God relic or not, we must know more about it.”

I nodded, repressing a smile. From what I’d been told about the sorcerers in the tower, they weren’t the ones who didn’t want to study Old God relics—on the contrary, they would have been eager for the opportunity. The Vaz Gorati were the ones who decided what was and wasn’t forbidden, but that was no longer a concern with the Blood Mother dead, since Vin obviously wouldn’t stand in our way.

“There is another matter that requires your immediate attention, Your Majesty,” I said. “As Princess Kyriel mentioned, Rilas appears to have struck a bargain with House Ulyr. We don’t know the exact details, but it seems that General Sulestra is plotting to overthrow the Matron Mother. If she succeeds, Rilas may gain access to the drow families and their warriors. I understand that we can’t realistically deploy the Legion into the Underworld, but we should at least—”

“The fate of House Ulyr is not our concern,” Alessara interrupted with a flick of her wrist. “They turned their backs on Lostrien generations ago. And from what you’ve told me, it’s likely that they aided Lumos Bastrel before his rebellion. I will not waste time and precious resources defending traitors.”

I tossed a worried glance at Kyriel and Vin. Hopefully, the Sovereign wasn’t thinking clearly because she had just woken up. But we really couldn’t afford to sit here and do nothing while Rilas acquired new allies…

“But I’m glad you brought it up,” Alessara said, squeezing her daughter’s shoulder then bringing herself back to her feet. “While I rest, I want our drow ‘guest’ fitted with a proper suppression collar and secured in the dungeon.”

“What?” I blurted out. “But she hasn’t done anything wrong.”

The Dragon Sovereign gave me a hard look. “She is a Bastrel. By Imperial law, her blood must be extinguished before it can propagate. She’s lucky I’m not sending her straight to the gallows.”

My jaw clenched, and I felt a spark of rage flicker inside me. “If you do, it would mean war with House Ulyr.”

“From the sounds of it, Ulyr is at war with itself already,” Alessara said. “The history of the drow is one of pointless self-destruction. They’re a perfect match for House Bastrel. I’m only surprised they didn’t ally sooner.”

I turned to Kyriel and gave her a pleading look. Her tear-stained face hardened slightly.

“That may be true, but Sol is right,” she said. “Nirivi didn’t do anything. It’s possible she didn’t even know who her father was until we did.”

“Her ignorance changes nothing,” Alessara replied coldly. “She’s a—”

“I know what she is, Mother,” Kyriel interrupted, the crying girl abruptly replaced by the wise-beyond-her-years woman who’d been acting as regent mere minutes earlier. “And I know what Imperial law says about treacherous bloodlines. But without her help, you never would have recovered.”

“And without her father, I never would have been cursed in the first place. Neither would you. And I will not have a Bastrel scion walking freely around my palace.”

I took a step forward. “With all due respect, Your Majesty, we—”

“This is not up for debate,” Alessara growled. “Consider it a mercy that I am willing to spare her life for the time being. Now leave us, Lord Farric. I wish to speak with my daughter in private.”


Interlude
Kyriel


“I am pleased that he is proving to be such a formidable ally,” Sovereign Alessara said the moment Sol left the room along with Vin and Lia. “Perhaps Lahara really has provided for us in our hour of need.”

Kyriel nodded absently, still stricken by the intensity of her mother’s reactions during their last conversation. On the one hand, the young princess was overwhelmed with joy at her mother’s recovery. But on the other…

Well, everything was happening so quickly, and Kyriel felt like her chair had been kicked out from under her. Half an hour earlier, she had effectively been the Dragon Sovereign of Lostrien, with all the duties, responsibilities, and power that entailed. But now she was merely the Dragon Princess again, and many decisions—important decisions—were about to be made for her rather than by her.

“Still, you’ll need to keep him on a tight leash,” her mother went on, still looking at the closed door. “The arrogance and pride of male dragons cannot be underestimated. Whatever humility he had as a human centurion will soon vanish. You will need to keep reminding him of his place.”

Kyriel’s mouth went dry. Her first instinct was to defend her consort, but she couldn’t manage to form the words. Her head was almost literally spinning.

“I need to summon the court as soon as possible,” Alessara said, standing. But she began to wobble the moment she did so, and Kyriel bounced to her feet and helped her mother sit back down on the edge of the bed.

“You need to rest, Mother,” the princess said, finding her voice.

“No, I need to rule,” Alessara replied, placing her pale hand over Kyriel’s and giving it a warm squeeze. “I’ve been passive for far too long.”

“But—”

“I allowed Bastrel’s curse to break me and I didn’t even realize it,” the Sovereign went on. “I’ve been too tolerant, too understanding, too willing to make compromises when I should be making decrees instead.”

She swallowed heavily, then moved her hand back in front of her face. Her pallid skin turned scaly and blue, and her fingernails once again transformed into long, sharp claws.

“I’m going to tear the weakness and corruption out of our homeland,” she said, her voice low and dark and dangerous. “Even if I have to use my own claws to do it.”

Kyriel watched the Sovereign’s draconic hand clench into a fist, and the last of the joy she had felt when her mother had walked into the room melted in sorrow. Alessara had every right to be angry about what had happened, from Windsong’s betrayal to the behavior of the vassal lords in court. But Kyriel knew her mother well enough to understand that none of those things were responsible for her rage right now.

She wasn’t thinking about traitors—she was thinking about her consort. The man who had given her a daughter; the man she had once loved who had gradually become a stranger.

The man who had died so that she could live.

What Alessara needed was time to grieve. But Kyriel feared that her mother wouldn’t realize that until she had made decisions she would later regret.

“I want to help you with that,” Kyriel said softly. “I want to help you with everything. But you really do need to rest. I promise, I can hold Lostrien together long enough for you to eat and regain your strength.”

Her mother turned to face her, a warm smile spreading across her lips. Her hand returned to its natural elven flesh, and she cupped her daughter’s cheeks.

“My beautiful girl,” Alessara breathed. “I’m so proud of you.”

She gently pulled their foreheads together, and Kyriel felt tears return to her eyes. Her mother was going to live. That should have been the only thing that mattered right now.

“You’ve already proven yourself ten times over,” the Sovereign added quietly. “You will be a great Dragon Sovereign someday, far stronger and wiser than your mother ever was. I just wish…I just wish that your father could be here and see you again.”

“So do I,” Kyriel breathed. “But I did the best I could. You’re the one who taught me to always appear strong even when you feel weak.”

“Especially when you feel weak.” Alessara smiled again, then pulled back. “I’m going to spend the rest of my term setting things right for you and your children. No more traitors, no more mercy.”

Kyriel braced herself, still hoping she could convince her mother to relax and rest for a while before making any decisions, but Alessara changed the topic before she could speak.

“You and Lord Farric have obviously worked well together,” she said.

“Y-yes,” Kyriel replied. “We have.”

“And you’ve taken him into your bed?”

The princess felt a wave of intense heat in her cheeks. She had explicitly avoided talking about her relationship with Sol during her recap of the past week’s events. She wasn’t sure she ever wanted to talk about such a thing with her mother.

“Erm,” Kyriel managed, then cleared her throat. “We have…that is, yes, I’ve invited him into my bed.”

“And he has satisfied you properly?”

“Mother!”

“There’s no reason to be embarrassed,” Alessara said. “Lostrien’s future is at stake. His performance is important, especially since he should have had months of training with Lia before he touched you. If he isn’t fulfilling his duties, then he should—”

“He’s fulfilling them, I promise,” Kyriel insisted.

“Good.”

Kyriel turned away, wishing she were anywhere but here right now. It was tempting to summon cold water to the bathing pool and dive right in…

“Dustborn seed often takes time to sprout within an elven womb,” her mother said, either ignoring or not noticing her daughter’s discomfort. “Your most important task now is to get pregnant. Use him as much as you need.”

Kyriel tried to swallow, but the embarrassment had transformed into a lump blocking her throat.

“Lord Farric is right that the battle against Rilas will be dangerous,” Alessara said. “That’s another reason that we must take what we need from him in case the unforeseen happens. Vinarys should make use of him as well—with Sianeth gone, she will have far greater responsibility among the Sisterhood. Bearing a dragon child will grant her further legitimacy despite her young age.”

Her mother stood again, this time more steadily. Her body clearly still needed rest, but she seemed determined to move with willpower alone.

“I must summon my court,” she said.

“Sol won’t understand what you’re doing, Mother,” Kyriel replied, rising alongside her. “You heard what he said—he made a bargain with the Matron Mother to cure you in exchange for taking her daughter into his harem. He is an honorable man—he will insist upon fulfilling that pledge. He doesn’t understand our ways.”

“Your consort is not the first to be manipulated by the drow. Fortunately, he is male. He’ll forget the drow scion once he realizes how many other women across Lostrien will wish to climb into his bed and join his harem.”

“That’s not—”

“Once I have brought the court in line, they will be begging me to bring their daughters to the palace,” Alessara continued, her voice hard and resolute…and also bitter.

“I will hear no more of this,” she said, turning and placing a hand on Kyriel’s cheek. “Now come with me. There is work to be done.”


2
Injustice


“It isn’t right,” I said, pacing across my room in frustrated fury. “You can’t punish someone for the crimes of a father they didn’t even know!”

“If a Wyrm Lord turns against his rightful Sovereign, his entire bloodline is considered forfeit,” Vinarys said, standing nearby alongside Liawen. “Imperial law demands it be extinguished.”

I came to a halt in front of her. “So was keeping my people in chains. Sovereign Alessara didn’t have a problem defying that law.”

“This is different.”

“Why? Nirivi hasn’t done anything wrong. She’s taken great risks to help us!”

Vin eyed me in silence. Whereas I must have looked outraged, she mostly seemed stunned. Between the awful news from Karthuil and the good news of the Sovereign’s recovery, she was being pulled in different directions. I was not.

“I’m surprised you’re so eager to defend her,” she said eventually. “Do you want a drow wife that badly?”

“This has nothing to do with marriage or harems,” I insisted. “This is about justice. Nirivi didn’t do anything wrong.”

I took a deep breath and tried to force myself to relax. “Besides, we made a bargain with her mother. And against all odds, the potion she gave us actually worked. For all we know, we might be able to use Nirivi’s blood to cure Kyriel and anyone else Rilas might curse.”

“Perhaps, but we’re going to have to give the Dragon Sovereign some time. She might come around once she’s gotten some rest.”

She damn well better, I thought, but I kept the reaction to myself. I reminded myself that Alessara was my people’s liberator, and that the dustborn in Lostrien owed her a great debt. I also told myself that she hadn’t done anything truly terrible yet—Nirivi could obviously survive a few days in prison if that was what it took to sort this situation out. But I wasn’t going to stand here and let an innocent woman be tossed in the dungeon forever. Or worse, dragged to the gallows in the city center…

“I think we’re all a little on edge,” Vin said, gliding behind me so that her fingers could knead my tense muscles. “It has been a long couple of days. This is the perfect time to get some wine, take a hot bath, and try to relax.”

She planted a soft kiss on the center of my back, then slid around to my front. She took Lia’s hand and pulled the concubine close, then smiled up at me. “We could help you together, if you wanted. There’s more than enough space in the pool for three…”

Despite the playfulness in her smile and the huskiness of her voice, I could tell that Vin’s thoughts, like mine, were elsewhere. The attack on the priestesses in Karthuil was clearly still haunting her, and she was trying to distract herself. I understood the impulse, but what she really needed was time to grieve. This was a night we all needed to spend alone.

“Maybe tomorrow,” I said, squeezing her hand. “You should get back to the Sovereign and make sure she gets the rest she needs.”

“You’re sure?” Vin asked. “Because I could instruct my acolytes to—”

“I’m sure,” I told her. “I’ll come visit you in the chapel tomorrow.”

I leaned forward and gave her a long, slow kiss. Normally, I could feel the carnal heat rising inside her when our lips touched, and sometimes I’d have to physically hold her up just to keep her from dropping to her knees and inhaling my cock. But this kiss was different. It was filled with affection, not lust. Vin was taking genuine comfort in my embrace, and I gave her slender waist a reassuring squeeze.

She smiled up at me when our lips finally parted, and I could see a renewed flicker of warmth in her green eyes. Perhaps she had also realized that we all needed a little time to work through what had happened.

“Until tomorrow, then,” she said.

I planted a last kiss on her forehead. “I look forward to it.”

I let out a long breath once the door closed behind the priestess, then turned and looked at my concubine.

Lia appeared poised and ready to serve like always, but I could tell that her mind was also reeling. She had been quiet ever since we had come in here, undoubtedly troubled by how quickly her former mentor had gone from tentative ally to a prisoner in the palace dungeon.

“I won’t let anything happen to Nirivi,” I assured her. “I’ll fly her out of here myself if I have to. But Vin’s right—maybe everyone will return to their senses by morning.”

Lia smiled tightly, as if she wanted to believe me but couldn’t quite bring herself to do so. “My lord is wise.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” I grumbled. “Right now I’m mostly worried. We crushed Rilas’s forces at Tari Hyare, yet it feels like we lost. It’s…unsettling.”

She stepped close and placed her hands on the sides of my waist. “Dragons should not rest with troubled minds. Shall I bring you release before you retire?”

As always, it would have been incredibly easy to say yes. With nothing more than a nod, I could have her on her knees or on her back. My worries would soon melt away in the heat of her tight faeyn body.

But I didn’t want them to melt away—I wanted to confront them head-on. I just wasn’t sure how to do that yet, so I needed some time alone to think.

“Not tonight,” I said, squeezing her slender arms and kissing her like I’d kissed Vinarys. It was long and slow, loving and tender, and Lia reciprocated in kind.

I laid down once I’d sent her away, hands behind my head on the pillow. I hadn’t been lying to the girls earlier—I had no intention of allowing Nirivi to come to any harm. The problem was that I didn’t know what to do about it. The smartest option would be to relax, get some sleep, and try to persuade Sovereign Alessara again in the morning. There was a reasonable chance that everything would resolve itself in time.

But if it didn’t…

I managed to lie in bed brooding for several hours before I decided to get up. It was late by then, probably close to midnight, but it was painfully obvious that I wasn’t going to be able to sleep until I did something. And the only thing I could do was visit the woman I had pledged to protect from the madness of court politics and generational guilt.

I had never actually visited the palace dungeons before, but my Wyrmguard escort led the way. The guards at the actual prison were surprised by my presence, and they were adamant about not allowing anyone to see the captive drow sorceress. But when I shifted into a golden Wyrmidon and asked if they were trying to tell a dragon what he could and couldn’t do, they relented and allowed me inside.

I had no doubt that they would complain to their superior, who would in turn complain to General Laeryl or perhaps even Sovereign Alessara herself. I just didn’t care. From the moment Vin had declared me a dragon, she had been telling me about all the rights and privileges a Wyrm Lord was supposed to possess. Visiting the woman I’d pledged to take as a wife fit comfortably within that purview.

The prison wasn’t particularly spacious, and the floors and walls were simple stone rather than polished cerulean crystal like on the main level. Everything was still far cleaner than I had imagined, however—Nirivi’s cell was a small, furnished room rather than a dank pit of hewn stone. Other than the lack of spider iconography and Pain Maiden implements on the walls, it wasn’t all that different from her private chambers in Zinshasa’s Embrace.

The Second Daughter of House Ulyr was lying on her bed, a book held in both hands. She had propped herself partially upright with pillows, and her slender, leather-sheathed gray legs were casually crossed in front of her. She didn’t appear hurt or uncomfortable; the only difference between now and when we’d interrogated her was the crystal-studded leather collar clasped tightly around her neck.

“And here I thought humans slept at night,” Nirivi said, her ruby eyes still fastened upon her book. “Or is that only after they’ve repeatedly spilled upon their concubine?”

Her red lips were raised in a teasing smile, but I could see the tension on her face. As hard as she was trying to maintain her poised veneer, she had more reason to be overwhelmed than any of us. Yesterday, she had been the daughter of the Matron Mother; today, she was the misbegotten child of Lostrien’s greatest enemy. Her transition from dragon wife to political prisoner couldn’t have been more sudden or dramatic.

“We’re a versatile people,” I said, moving to stand near the bars. I had shifted back to my natural human form, and I’d also sent all the guards away to give us some privacy. “We can sleep whenever we want, though having a beautiful woman in bed with us certainly makes it easier.”

“Mm,” she murmured, smiling again as she closed her book and swung her legs off the side of the bed. Her movements were every bit as slow and sultry as when I’d first met her in the Embrace, and I wondered if she knew how to act any other way.

Or perhaps it wasn’t an act. Perhaps it was just her.

“Did they at least give you a good book to read?” I asked. “The palace has an extensive library.”

“Yes, Lia slipped me a few books before the burly guards carried me off,” Nirivi said, looking at the cover of the one she’d been reading. “This one is a rather intricate study of the erotic techniques employed by some of Lostrien’s most famous dragon wives throughout history.”

Both my eyebrows lifted. “I didn’t think that a Pain Maiden would have any use for such a thing.”

“We don’t. But sometimes it is amusing to read the words of amateurs who believe themselves masters.”

I snorted into a laugh, which made her smile as she tapped the cover with her long fingernail.

“In truth, this book is a story of a female Wyrm Lord’s quest for companionship in a province where all the male dragons are pathetic, overly emotional weaklings. She pits them against each in an effort to determine who, if any, is worthy of seeding her.”

“Sounds like your type of story,” I said.

“Oh, it is. Honestly, if not for the lack of blood and violent sex, this could have been written by a drow.” Nirivi set the book down on the bed and shrugged. “If only I’d been accused of having dragon blood earlier in my life. I could have hosted my own Tasting in Ust Perya and humiliated countless males.”

I grunted and shook my head. I could still see the tension in her face and posture, but some of it did seem to be draining away while she spoke. Flirting—or whatever this conversation was—must have been helping her relax.

“The guards didn’t hurt you when they dragged you in here, did they?” I asked.

“No,” Nirivi said. “But I am a Pain Maiden, not a weak darthiir. I can tolerate a bit of rough handling now and then.”

“I’m sure you can, but they’d still better not harm you,” I said. My eyes drifted up to her neck. “That suppression collar looks tight.”

I half expected another wry comment, this one about collars and leashes, but instead she shrugged.

“It is far less cruel than the drow version of the device,” she said, dragging a fingertip over the crystal studs in the leather. “But then, genital restraints are never designed for comfort.”

I opened my mouth but abruptly closed it again. I didn’t want her to elaborate—I was better off not knowing how the drow versions worked.

“Well, you won’t have to wear it for long,” I said. “I’ll try to convince Sovereign Alessara that you aren’t a threat. I’m sure she’ll come to her senses soon.”

“She seems quite sensible now,” Nirivi replied with a shrug. “If I were in her position, I wouldn’t trust me, either.”

I leaned close to the bars. “But you didn’t do anything wrong.”

She studied me in silence for a few heartbeats. “You seem to have a very curious notion of justice, veldruk.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You must have realized by now that the Empire is built on a river of blood and seed. They flow from one generation to the next, carrying power as well as guilt. If my mother truly did mate with Lumos Bastrel, then my legacy is forever tainted.”

“Do you really believe that?” I asked. “Because earlier today, you were still insisting that you were a full drow.”

Her expression cracked, if only slightly. “I am drow,” she insisted, her voice barely above a whisper. “But your Vaz Gorati priestess made her pronouncement, and everyone else will trust her words. In their eyes, I will always carry the guilt of the dragon who sired me.”

“You shouldn’t have to,” I said. “I don’t know what game your mother is playing, and frankly I don’t really care. You’re the one who helped us in Ust Perya, and you’re the one whose blood lifted Bastrel’s shadow curse. As far as I’m concerned, that makes you an ally. And I protect my allies.”

One of her white eyebrows arched slightly. “You truly are a curiosity, aren’t you, veldruk? Before, you couldn’t stop asking me if this is the destiny I wanted. Now you wish to swoop in and be my protector.”

“And you think I’m foolish for both.”

“Most of my people would see you that way.”

“I don’t care about their opinion. What’s yours?”

Nirivi stayed silent for a few heartbeats, then uncrossed her legs and rose to her feet. She sauntered toward the bars, her movements slow and graceful atop her painful-looking high heels.

“I think the path laid before you is abundantly clear,” she whispered. “You should focus on breeding that pretty princess of yours as well as any other worthy darthiir willing to get beneath you. I’ve seen how much you can spill—you can undo the Blood Drought all on your own.”

“You want me to abandon you?” I asked.

“It is what a drow would do in your position.”

“Probably, but I’m not a drow.”

“No,” Nirivi whispered, her eyes flicking up and down the length of my body. “No, you most certainly are not. You are still a male with many of their inherent weaknesses…but even more of their strengths.”

“That almost sounds like a compliment.”

“It is an observation. Every time we speak, it is more apparent why Liawen is so enamored with you.” She paused for a few heartbeats before her smile returned. “And why I continue to find you so…fascinating.”

Her ruby eyes sparkled, and if not for the bars separating us, I might have read the glimmer as an invitation to get closer. She really did have a uniquely prideful aura about her, one that made me want to respect her but also find a way to break her. I couldn’t stop my mind from filling with images of her slender gray body writhing beneath me, her lips pressed against my ear taunting my male weakness even while I stretched her tight elven core to its limits…

“You won’t be in here for long,” I said, reflexively clearing my throat and pushing aside the images. “One way or another, I’ll get you out of here soon.”

“Hwuen tyinm, veldruk,” Nirivi whispered. “I will be waiting.”
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Interlude
Rilas


Haberian Windsong, vassal lord of House Windsong, was dead. His stocky body was splattered upon on a cliff at the base of the Doriath Mountains, minus the pieces that scavenging animals had torn off before the Tirzak flyers had discovered the corpse. It was quite the grisly sight.

Rilas Bastrel had chuckled when he’d first arrived, and he’d outright laughed when he’d realized that not all of Haberian’s wounds had been inflicted by gravity or beasts.

“I never knew my father,” Rilas said, his draconic voice echoing against the steep cliffs surrounding him, “but it is growing more and more difficult to blame Sovereign Alessara for choosing Malion Starmantle as her consort. He may not possess the body of a dragon, but he clearly has the heart of one.”

“My lord is not angered by this betrayal?”

Rilas swiveled his huge head to glare at the speaker. Nisanya, the Godsworn cultist he’d set free, was looking up at him in surprise. She had exchanged her tattered prison rags for a plain gray robe that hung loosely off her emaciated bones, and her long red hair looked slightly less scraggily after being washed for the first time in ages. She and her milky eyes still looked out of place at the side of a glorious white dragon like himself.

“Why would I be angry?” Rilas asked. “Haberian betrayed my father, and now he and his eldest son are dead. Justice may have been slow, but it was delivered in abundance.”

“But he allowed Lord Starmantle to escape,” Nisanya said. “Did you not have plans for him?”

“Plans can change.”

Rilas swiveled his head to look out across the brown cliffs, wondering how far the Dragon Father had traveled by now. A lesser man might have perished in the harsh mountains, but not Malion Starmantle. If necessary, he would make his way back to Tir Bereth through sheer force of will alone. The Empire wouldn’t be in such dire condition if more of its leaders possessed Malion’s courage and strength. But sadly, the Council of Wyrms seemed to be filled with Haberian Windsongs instead, and they would all need to be dealt with eventually.

“There is nothing Haberian could have told the Dragon Father that would threaten our plans,” Rilas said into the pause. “And besides, great men belong with their families. I’ll have his carcass fed to the Tirzak just like his son’s.”

“He knows of the shadow crystal, my lord,” Nisanya insisted. “If he warns the Dragon Princess, they could—”

“Do what?” Rilas interrupted, his hot breath steaming as it left his nostrils. Even in the middle of the summer, the Doriath Mountains were quite cool at this elevation. “Send the Blue Legion to attack us? They don’t have the numbers to take Oro Sarn, not without the armies of all the Great Houses working together. Akathi might join them, but the others remain uncommitted.”

The cultist stirred beside him. “But the dustborn dragon is more powerful than you anticipated. And as long as he possesses the Eye of Shalassa, he could be a threat to your plans.”

“Yes, the relic you claim to know virtually nothing about.” Rilas’s eyes narrowed at the frail woman. “I trust that these ‘friends’ you summoned from Sorthaal will have more information?”

“I do not know, my lord. But regardless, we will do whatever we can to aid your cause. The Infinite God demands nothing less of his servants.”

Rilas snorted, then glanced down at the small green crystal hanging around his neck. The haunting glow of the Zertath Barra was a sharp contrast to his otherwise pristine wintery scales. It looked remarkably similar to the crystal that the Vaz Gorati priestess had used against him at the Crossroads, and while Nisanya claimed to know nothing about how to unlock its secrets, she insisted that they were both repositories of knowledge created by the disciples of the Old Gods. The Eye of Shalassa…and the Eye of Abalor.

When he had first returned from Karthuil with the relic, Nisanya had pledged to do everything she could to help him unlock its power. But over the past few days, he had come to the conclusion that the artifact was eager to share its secrets with or without anyone’s help…and that eagerness was making Rilas suspicious. Knowledge was never free unless its proliferation served the interests of whoever was sharing it.

Rilas’s father, Lumos, had been in possession of the relic for years, and while he had certainly unlocked some impressive powers—not the least of which was the blood curse he’d cast on Sovereign Alessara—he had never summoned demons from the Pale to reanimate a fallen army of corpses as Rilas had done with the Tirzak. Lumos may have been a deeply flawed man, but no one had considered him a dull-witted fool. His father must have realized that further study of the crystal was dangerous, or perhaps the crystal itself had been more reluctant to share its secrets than it was now.

Either way, Rilas was growing increasingly suspicious, especially since Nisanya kept prodding him to delve deeper. He didn’t regret acquiring the crystal, not for a moment. But his future studies would be cautious and calculated, not reckless. He had other, more important things to care about now.

Like a half-sister born in the Dark.

“The others should be arriving soon, my lord,” Nisanya said. “Do you wish to meet them?”

“I do,” Rilas said, lowering his neck. He cast one last glance at Haberian’s body as the cultist climbed onto his back. The Windsongs had betrayed his father at the Crossroads, just like he had betrayed them in return twenty years later. It seemed like an endless cycle, but it was one he intended to break starting today. He had no intention of placing faith in anyone or anything that might sabotage his plans for the future. The future of Lostrien—the future of the entire Empire—depended upon him.

Smiling inwardly, the White Wyrm rushed forward and launched himself into the sky. He climbed hard, beating his huge wings until he was well over the tips of the Doriath Mountains and the fortress-city of Oro Sarn tucked on the other side. Then, with the faintest effort, he shifted himself and his rider into the darkness of the Pale.

The chill of the shadow realm enveloped him, as if winter had returned and conquered summer with a single strike. But even as the light around him faded and the sky transformed from a bright blue to a mottled gray, he could see countless tendrils of magical energy sprouting from the Godsoul fragment inside him and stretching out toward his Tirzak disciples.

To the far north, well beyond his range of vision in the physical world, he could also see the faint flickering light burning within the Tirzak corpses from the Sunbreak Hills, almost as if he had stuffed a glowstone inside each of their fallen bodies when he had reanimated them. The spirits that now called their bodies home were ecstatic to have finally escaped the Pale, and they were eager and ready to fight for the dragon god who had liberated them.

Rilas suspected that the other Tirzak would be less than enthusiastic about what he had done to their fallen, but it wasn’t as if there was anything they could do about it. His disciples relied upon his power, and the swarm relied upon his disciples. Without him, they were nothing.

Still, he had no intention of telling them the truth, at least not yet. His reborn army was making its way into the mountains where the soldiers could descend into the Underworld. The drow were waiting for his assistance, and House Bastrel, unlike House Windsong, kept its word.

“The dragon’s power is immense!” Nisanya called out from his back. “Breaching the wall between worlds with his mind alone!”

Sounds were unusually empty and hollow within the Pale, but Rilas could still hear the tremble in her voice as she spoke. The dark energies of the shadow realm would destroy her if she stayed on this side of the Veil for long. He could think of few more amusing ways for a Godsworn to die than being killed by the very realm that imprisoned their masters, but he wasn’t done with her just yet. So instead of lingering within the darkness, Rilas refocused his mind and shifted back into the physical world.

His new home of Oro Sarn was there waiting for him as he soared over it. A handful of the citizens below openly cheered at the sight of the White Wyrm streaking overhead, but he knew they were acting out of fear rather than devotion. He didn’t blame them; it would take time to convince them that he was the only one with the strength and vision to save the Empire. But in time, most of them would come around. And those who didn’t…well, his appetite continued to grow the more time he spent as a wyrm.

Rilas soared over the city and fluttering banners, then continued east until he reached Ashthorn Rise. Nisanya had been right about her fellow cultists—there were four more hooded figures waiting for them atop the hill. He landed close enough that the rush of air from his wings blew their hoods off their heads, and the tremor from his impact caused them all to stumble.

“My lord Bastrel,” one of the cultists, an old faeyn man by the looks of it, said in a meek voice as he dropped to a knee. “Herald of the Infinite God, He Who Spins the Fabric of Time and—”

“I am no one’s herald,” Rilas thundered as he lowered his neck enough for Nisanya to dismount. “Least of all a god who was slain eons ago.”

The cultist paused, seeming confused by the angry rebuttal.

“Lord Bastrel has already begun to master the power of the Eye,” Nisanya said as she reached the ground, then moved to join the other cultists. “The power of the Infinite God guides him.”

The old faeyn looked at her, then the relic hanging from Rilas’s neck. It was the size of a pebble contrasted by the white ocean of his scales, but it wasn’t long before every Godsworn was staring at it in wonder. The other three all appeared to be human, and from their simple but rugged style of dress, Rilas could tell that they had indeed come from western Sorthaal over the border.

It was an impressive feat to travel so quickly. They’d only had a few days, so they must have had wyverns prepared the moment they had received Nisanya’s summons. Rilas didn’t see any of the beasts now, but they could have left them in the Crossroads or one of the villages along the road to the southeast. Whatever the case, it proved to him that this wasn’t a motley assortment of makeshift allies. Perhaps they had been preparing to try and free Nisanya from the Oro Sarn dungeon before he’d intervened.

Or, more likely, the rumors he had heard from the Windsong spies were true. Namely, that Godsworn activity had been steadily increasing all over the Empire in the past few years. They had been emboldened by something, possibly the continuing vatari shortage, and their operatives were eager and ready to respond to any summons.

“I will ask you the same question that I have asked your cohort,” Rilas said, lifting his head back up and stretching his neck high until he’d cast his massive shadow over the entire group of cultists. “What is it that you intend to offer me? Not all who wish to serve the White Wyrm are worthy of the privilege.”

The old faeyn smiled. “We are eager to aid you in any way you deem fit, my lord. The Infinite God called out to us. We can help you commune with the Eye of Abalor.”

“Why?”

The man’s face creased in confusion again. “To…to learn its secrets, my lord.

“And why would you care if I learn them?” Rilas pressed. “How do the Sarodihm Kalefarr benefit by empowering a dragon, their hated enemy?”

“You are not our enemy, my lord,” Nisanya said, her milky eyes flicking back and forth. “You carry a fragment of the Infinite God inside you.”

“A fragment you no doubt hope will warp and twist my mind until I become your puppet.” Rilas snorted. “I am no fool. Your order seeks to destroy my kind. And it has happened before, many times.

“My lord—”

“When Theovar allowed me into the Windsong library,” he interrupted, “I was able to read all about the many Godsworn schemes over the ages. Some in the Empire blame your cult for the destruction of entire bloodlines, like House Vermillion of Abethaal. One of your kin seduced and murdered their last scion with a corrupted vatari dagger.”

“There are many sects within our order,” the old faeyn put in. “The followers of the Infinite God have little in common with the Cult of the Ravener.”

“You’re similar enough,” Rilas said. “You all seek to manipulate us and turn us against one another. You wish to cast us down, to return the world to an age where faith, not blood, is the only path to power.”

“The Deathsworn care nothing for these things, my lord,” Nisanya said, her voice trembling in a way he’d never heard before. Perhaps she was finally realizing that he was not the pliable fool she believed. “Abalor seeks only vengeance upon those who betrayed him, just like you.”

“Your master is nothing like me,” Rilas growled. “Abalor the Infinite, Abalor the Destroyer. Abalor the god of time and death. I am none of those. I am a god of salvation. I seek to restore the Empire to its former glory, not destroy it.”

“With Abalor’s power, you can achieve any goal you desire!”

“Possibly. But I am not like the many others you have twisted to do your bidding. I have touched the Pale; I know the truth of your gods. They may not be dead, but they are weak. At best, they offer false promises. At worst, they corrupt and destroy whatever they touch.”

Rilas took a menacing step forward. The cultists, Nisanya included, all leapt back in surprise.

“My ancestors fought to destroy the wicked gods for a good reason,” he said. “We sought to rid the world of their power so that we would never again be slaves to it!”

“My lord, we have no desire to enslave you!” Nisanya pleaded. “We only wish to serve!”

Rilas paused and gradually relaxed his posture. He looked each of the cultists over, savoring the confusion and fear on their faces.

“You say that the Infinite God calls out to you?” he asked. “That he instructed you to help me?”

“Yes, my lord,” Nisanya said, nodding frantically. “You have nothing to fear from the Infinite God.”

He watched them in silence for another few moments, allowing them to further marinate in their own doubts. Was he going to aid them? Was he going to devour them? He could see the dread in their eyes and hear the anticipation in their pounding heartbeats.

“Then I shall offer you a boon,” Rilas said. “Just as I’ve done with all who prove themselves worthy enough to serve me?”

Most of the cultists looked at each other in confusion, but Nisanya’s milky white gaze stayed focused upon him. “A boon, my lord?”

“As you said, I carry a fragment of your god inside me. I offer you the chance to commune with his power.”

Slowly but surely, the trepidation on their faces was replaced with cautious hope. Rilas wondered if this was the real reason they had come—perhaps all they wanted was for him to imbue them with the Aether and make them disciples like his Tirzak. He wouldn’t have been surprised. Just as the poor inevitably resented the wealthy and the hideous inevitably despised the beautiful, the Godsworn hated sorcery yet secretly longed to wield its power. For the most part, their gods could no longer reach them through the Pale, but Rilas could. He was a conduit of the ancient power they so desperately craved.

“Come,” he said, lifting his right claw and placing it closer to them. “The power of the Infinite God awaits you.”

Rilas was genuinely curious if any of them would simply turn tail and run. But their thirst for power must have overcome their fear, because one by one they all exchanged hopeful smiles as they placed their hands upon his white scales.

“You…you are right, my lord,” Nisanya said, her blind eyes closing. “I can feel Abalor’s power stirring inside you!”

“Then let’s bring you even closer to him, shall we?”

Once they were all in physical contact with him, Rilas channeled his dark power and shifted them all through the fabric of the Veil. The air turned bitter cold, and all color faded from the world…all color except for the golden Godsoul fragment burning inside him.

“Faarea,” the old faeyn cultist gasped, looking at the fragment. “It is…it is glorious!”

“The rest of your god is out here somewhere,” Rilas said, gesturing with his maw toward the writhing shadows surrounding them. “That is my gift to you. How many other Sarodihm have ever been this close to their gods?”

It took a few moments for the awe and wonder on their faces to once again be replaced by fear.

“My lord?” Nisanya asked. “ What are you—?”

With a single flick of his paw, Rilas sent the cultists tumbling backward into the dark. Nisanya looked up at him once she finally stopped rolling, her milky eyes and haggard face filled with dread.

Dread…and recognition.

“I wish you luck on your search,” Rilas said. “We all deserve to be closer to the ones we love.”

Channeling his power again, he shifted back through the Veil. The Godsworn struggled to get back to him like lost sailors desperately reaching for a piece of flotsam in a storm, but it was already too late. Rilas returned to the physical world, and the cultists faded from existence as if they had never been there at all.

“Let’s see how long your faith keeps you warm.”

With a dark chuckle, Rilas launched himself back into the sky.


3
Sanctification


I slept fitfully once I returned to my chambers, my mind scrambling to come up with ways out of this mess. I kept telling myself to be patient, and that even if I couldn’t convince Alessara to set Nirivi free, I could surely convince Kyriel. It might be a frustrating couple of days, but it would all work out in the end.

Probably.

As a rule, I tried to avoid relying on chance whenever possible. If my military career in the Legion had taught me anything, it was that careful planning and preparation were crucial to victory. But then, so was quickly adapting to the unexpected once your carefully-laid schemes inevitably failed to account for something, which felt closer to what was happening here. Because while I could have been patient and tried to convince Kyriel and her mother, there was at least one way for me to take Nirivi’s freedom into my own hands. It would be a bit of a gamble, for sure, and the other girls might not like it much, but I ultimately convinced myself that it was the best and possibly only path forward.

I felt the same way about the plan after I woke up and had breakfast with Lia, which made me more confident about putting it into action. My concubine thought it was a bold and risky gambit, but she approved nonetheless.

The first part of the scheme involved a trip to the palace library, where she helped me use the archival crystals to ask questions about Imperial law and Vaz Gorati dogma. After about an hour of that, I put her to work setting the second part of the plan in motion while I headed to the palace chapel to confer with Vinarys on the finer details.

I had only been to this part of the palace once, back when Vin had dragged me in front of Blood Mother Sianeth for a “proper” reading of my draconic legacy. As far as religious structures went, the chapel was quite small, with a nave designed to accommodate a dozen parishioners at most. It made sense, since the Vaz Gorati didn’t perform public services here—the chapel was meant purely as a place of worship for the Dragon Sovereign, her family, and important members of her court.

I sensed a grim aura hanging over the long corridor leading to the chapel as I approached, though that may have been my imagination. The lighting was dim in the hall, and the smell of burning incense was thick. As Kyriel’s official religious advisor, Vin was in charge of all the acolytes who served here, and I wondered if they might be performing rituals in honor of the fallen Blood Mother. All I knew for certain was that remembrance services would be performed in Karthuil, and that Vin planned to fly there soon, perhaps as early as tomorrow.

I didn’t wish to interrupt anything, and I considered coming back later in the afternoon. But nothing important appeared to be happening when I peered into the chapel; I didn’t even see any of the acolytes in the nave or up on the chancel. Vin was the only one there, and she appeared to be reading a book upon the large altar shaped like a dragon’s head.

“Well, hello, darling,” she said. Her face brightened the moment she looked up. “I didn’t realize you planned to visit this early.”

“I had a free moment,” I replied, returning her smile. “I thought I’d check in and see what you actually do all day.”

“Nothing remotely as interesting as when I’m with you.” She stepped away from the altar when I stepped up onto the chancel, then slid her arms around the back of my neck. “Does this mean you’re here to take me up on my offer?”

“Offer?” I asked.

“Yes. You know, the one where I told you I want to be your afternoon slut?”

I laughed. Never in my life had I ever expected a religious figure to use such vivid language, especially in the temple of her goddess.

“Ah, yes, that one,” I said, letting my own hands settle on her slender waist. “How could I forget?”

“I was just being practical,” Vin said. “Lia in the morning, Kyriel at night…leaves plenty of time for me during the afternoon.”

She stretched up on her tiptoes and gave me a long, passionate kiss. The fabric of her red robes was so thin it was almost as if my hands were already on her flesh, but I still slipped them inside to enjoy the smooth skin of her flat belly.

“The Dragon Goddess is pleased that you’ve entered her home,” she breathed when our lips parted. A night of rest seemed to have done wonders for her mood.

“Is she, now?” I asked. “How can you tell?”

“Oh, I know how Lahara thinks. She has quite the filthy mind, and she’s eager for you to help sanctify her altar.” Vin’s smile turned libidinous as she gestured to the narrow table behind the altar. It was mostly empty aside from a cloth and a handful of unlit candles. “Or maybe the ritual stand. Would you rather bend me over the former or take me atop the latter?”

“Both are tempting,” I admitted. “But actually, I came here to talk.”

“I’ll talk as much as you want, darling. I’ll tell you how good you feel, how hard I want it, maybe ask you to pull my hair or slap my—”

“Not that kind of talking,” I said. “I have some religious questions I’d like answered.”

Vin blinked, looking more surprised than disappointed. “Religious questions?”

“Questions about protocols and rituals, specifically,” I said. “I’d like to know exactly what is required for me to add a woman to my harem.”

“I see,” she said, eyebrows lifting in surprise. “What prompted this?”

“Nothing in particular,” I lied. “Just something Lia and I were talking about this morning.”

“Clever girl. I suppose it is time to tell you everything you need to know. Kyri’s bound to get pregnant soon at the rate you’ve been firing little dragons into her. Might as well start thinking ahead.”

A flicker of movement from across the room caught our attention, and we turned to see one of the Vaz Gorati acolytes at the chapel entrance. The woman gasped when she saw us standing together.

“I’m busy with the dragon,” Vin told the other woman. “Don’t bother us unless there’s an emergency.”

“Yes, priestess!” the acolyte replied hurriedly before leaving as quickly as she’d entered.

“Not even an introduction?” I asked. “I don’t know many of the other clergy.”

“Well, you’ve met Lycelle before. She’s the one who made you spill at the Tasting while you were blindfolded,” Vin said. “One of the only other women in Tir Bereth lucky enough to have had fresh dragon seed wet on her lips. I bet she dreams about it every night.”

My reaction, whatever it was, must have been amusing, because Vin laughed.

“All right, harems,” she said, leaning against the altar and closing the book she’d been reading. “Well, I’ve mentioned before that male Wyrm Lords are rare in Lostrien. As a result, our traditions are a bit different from elsewhere in the Empire…but for you, I think we should go back to the basics.”

“Fine with me,” I said. “What’s the first step?”

“To officially start your harem, you must select a First Wife to be the head of your household. It is her duty to keep his other wives in line.”

“You mean she tells them what to do?”

“It’s more that she tells them what not to do,” Vinarys said. “It’s her responsibility to discipline them if they misbehave and to settle any disputes. A Wyrm Lord’s time is valuable, and it’s up to her to ensure that his other wives are given roughly equal attention. She can even promote or demote wives if necessary, though only the dragon himself can remove unworthy females from his harem.”

“Sounds like a lot of responsibility,” I said. “Not a job I’d envy, since most of the other wives would probably end up hating her.”

Vin snickered, then placed a hand on my cheek. “You’re so charmingly naive sometimes. It’s one of the things I love most about you.”

I frowned. “What do you mean? There’s no way the other wives wouldn’t resent her.”

“Of course they will, but that’s part of the fun! We’re women, darling. Men compete by stabbing each other, we compete by making each other’s lives as miserable as possible. It’s all part of the natural cycle.”

“Right,” I said, stifling a chuckle. “How could I forget?”

“First Wife is a powerful and highly coveted position,” Vin went on. “Especially since she’s typically granted the honor of bearing the dragon’s first child. That won’t be true here, since you are also the Dragon Consort, but it’s still a critically important role.”

She smiled and tapped my sternum through my illusory outfit. “And that’s why you’re going to pick me to fill it.”

“Is that so?” I asked.

“Mmhm,” Vin said. “For one, I’m fiercely loyal. If any other slut dares to cross you, I’ll bleed them dry with my magic. And for two, I’m highly obedient. I’ll do whatever you want—all you have to do is tell me where, what position, and which hole.”

Her green eyes sparkled mischievously, and I slipped my hands back around her waist where they could hold her upright. I kept having the feeling she was about to drop to her knees, but there was more I wanted to ask her. Her mouth needed to remain empty a bit longer.

“Let’s say I did choose you,” I said. “What would happen next?”

“I’d start preparing the binding ritual. Since I’m also your Dragon Priestess, I would need to conduct it for myself as well as any other women you wish to add to your harem. It’s one of many reasons that Wyrm Lords usually select their Dragon Priestess as their First Wife. It makes the whole process easier.”

And ensures that the Vaz Gorati bear the first child from every dragon, I thought to myself. Another way to control the dragon bloodlines.

“A binding ritual,” I said instead. “Is this anything like the one for concubines?”

“The traditions are similar, but there are important differences,” Vinarys said. “Concubines pledge their bodies to a dragon; wives pledge their bodies and their wombs. It’s why we’re branded.”

Vin took my right hand and moved it atop her stomach. “Right here,” she purred. “To let everyone know that we’re proud dragon wives, and that no one has the right to seed us but him.”

My fingers brushed over her navel. “Does the branding hurt?”

“It’s meant to hurt a little. But it’s not a normal brand—we are wives, not cattle. The symbol is infused with a trace of vatari dust and further empowered by your seed.” She paused for a heartbeat. “Of course, you’ll need a house crest first. Maybe the outline of a big, thick cock. If anyone asks, we’ll say it’s a warmace or something.”

“I think I can do better than that,” I said. “Lia and I came up with a symbol this morning: a golden shield with a fiery dragon at the center.”

“Mm,” Vin murmured, sounding unimpressed. “I don’t know, I like my idea better.”

I leaned forward and touched her stomach, then traced the outline of a shield over her belly button. “Does that mean you don’t want to wear it? Because I’m sure I could find someone else willing to be First Wife.”

“Oh, I’ll proudly wear anything you put on me, darling,” she said. “I would have thought you’d know that by now.”

I laughed, then tickled her until she squealed. Her eyes flashed, and I pulled her in for another long kiss.

“Does that mean you accept, then?” I whispered, holding her close.

“To rule your roost? There’s nothing I want more.”

“Good. Because I was worried you might not be able to handle three jobs at once.”

Vin arched a red eyebrow. “Three?”

“Well, even when you’re First Wife, I assume you’ll still be priestess of this chapel.”

“Naturally. But that’s what’s special about the Vaz Gorati. To serve the Dragon Goddess, all I have to do is serve you, the walking, pulsing, throbbing avatar of her power.”

She gently pushed her knee through my illusory clothing so it could press against my member. I wasn’t going to be able to keep her from inhaling me much longer…

“You said there were three jobs,” she panted, her breaths getting heavier by the moment. “What’s the other one?”

“There’s also the one you keep mentioning,” I said, reaching down and squeezing her ass. “Being my afternoon slut.”

Vin’s eyes flashed. “I will always have time for that.”

She sank in front of me so quickly I wouldn’t have been able to stop her if I’d been gripping both her arms. I tapped my glamour stone as she squatted on the heels of her boots, her fingers finding my cock even before my illusory clothing melted away. I threw back my head and moaned in delight, my hand feathering through her red hair as the heat and suction of her mouth enveloped me.

Vin was going to make an excellent First Wife. What she didn’t realize was that by doing so, she could help me protect Nirivi at the same time…

It only took a few moments before the otherwise empty nave was filled with the sound of gurgles and smacking lips. I hadn’t been drained in two days, so I knew I could give her a particularly copious sample of my sacred seed. But earlier, she’d said that she wanted to sanctify Lahara’s altar…

“Wait!” I said, yanking her hair and pulling her back. There was a loud, audible pop when my cock escaped her lips, and Vin looked up at me as if I’d just committed an act of blasphemy.

“What’s wrong?” she gasped, her lips glistening.

“I thought you wanted me to sanctify the ritual table.”

She glanced over her shoulder. “I do, darling, but I’m in desperate need of an appetizer.”

“And I want the main course,” I said, grabbing her by the shoulders and hauling her upright.

Before she could protest, I shifted my grip to her thighs and hoisted her up into my arms. She cooed in delight, her legs reflexively locking around me as I carried her to the ritual table. Holding her firmly in one hand, I swept the unlit candles to the floor with the other, then laid her down on her back.

“Are you sure you don’t want me from behind?” she asked, her breaths short. “You could pull my hair and—ooh!”

She squealed when I unexpectedly tore open the front of her red robe and gave her bare breasts a firm squeeze. Her pink nipples hardened along with a swath of goosebumps on her flesh.

“Oh, Goddess, yes!” she blurted out as I ripped off her panties and cast them aside. “I need you inside me! Fuck me, spank me, do anything you want to—”

“Priestess?”

The voice came from the nave where Acolyte Lycelle had reappeared, probably because she’d heard the candleholders crashing to the floor. Her eyes went wide in shock at the sight of Vinarys on her back with her robe wide open, her heels in the air, and her red hair spilled across the ritual table.

“I said we needed privacy!” Vin snarled. “Now get…actually, wait.”

She placed her hand on my naked chest, then leaned up. She didn’t bother to cover herself.

“The dragon is about to take me,” she announced. “Summon the others.”

“Priestess?” Lycelle and I breathed at the same time.

“He is going to anoint me upon the ritual table,” Vin said. “Our sisters should bear witness to this miracle of faith.”

At first, Lycelle looked stunned, as if she feared she was being tested somehow. But then I saw a faint smile tug at her lips, and she nodded obediently.

“Yes, priestess. Right away.”

As she vanished back into the side corridor, I gave Vin a questioning look.

“You can’t be serious.”

“You were a gladiator, darling,” she reminded me, touching my lips with her finger. “You’re used to performing in front of an audience.”

“Not like this,” I said, though my manhood was still hard and throbbing in anticipation.

“It’s no different than stabbing Tirzak in the Parthanex.” Vin smiled and planted a long, wet kiss on my lips before she leaned back again. “I want you to fuck me like everyone in Lostrien is watching. And then I want you to cover every inch of my body in your dragon seed.”

Her fingers wrapped around my stem and directed the swollen tip to her hot, eager slit. But even though she spread her legs to accommodate me, she didn’t let me slip inside until all the acolytes filed into the room.

There were ten of them in total, all cute Avetharri girls Vin’s age or younger. Most of them had probably been at the Tasting where their delicate hands and full lips had coaxed the other contenders into spilling their seed so it could be tested for potency.

And now, as they formed a circle around us on the chancel, they were all about to watch me fuck their leader.

“May the goddess share her glorious bounty with us,” Vin said as she finally pulled me into her. “So that scores of her dragon kin may once again populate the world.”

I clenched my teeth as her tight heat enveloped me, then closed my eyes and pretended that we were alone in my bedchambers. But then Vin let out a loud moan as I pulled back and thrust into her again, and when I reopened my eyes, I saw her biting down on her lip and pinching her own nipples. She clearly wasn’t the least bit embarrassed about this; on the contrary, being watched by her underlings was already driving her wild. And I had to admit, there was something tantalizing about seeing all those other pretty young faces leering at my naked body while watching my thick cock disappear into the hot wet folds of their mistress…

I might as well give them a show.

Reaching downward, I took hold of her plump tits and squeezed them again, which drew an immediate gasp of approval from Vin’s mouth. I received another when I pinched her nipples so she didn’t have to, then a third when I leaned forward and took them into my mouth. Her thighs clamped hard around my sides, and her hands reached around my body to squeeze my muscular back. She obviously wanted to make them jealous, and there seemed no better way of helping her accomplish that goal than by worshipping her lithe body while my cock ripped it apart.

“Behold…ngn! Behold the dragon’s strength!” Vin cooed as my flesh slapped harder and harder against hers. “Bask in his…oh…gl…glory…ngn!”

She seized up beneath me as I gently teethed her right nipple, then shuddered with an unbidden climax as I punctuated each lick with another forceful thrust. My right hand crawled up her body, and I pressed my thumb into her mouth. She continued whimpering in delight as she licked and sucked my offering, and I felt the coming tidal wave of my own release beckoning me to take her harder.

Which is exactly what I did. Leaning upright again, I got a firm hold of her boots, then braced them on my shoulders as I began rutting her with wild, unrestrained fury. Her hands fell back to her sides, and she clawed at the tablecloth for support as I stretched her tight cunt to its absolute limits. All the while, her red heels bobbed in the air next to my head with every thrust. Slap, slap, slap…

I heard a gasp of shock as the acolytes watched me treat their leader as if she were a two drake whore, not a regal and powerful Vaz Gorati priestess. But most seemed excited rather than horrified. When I risked a glance back over my shoulder to look at Lycelle, her eyes were wide in amazement. Perhaps she had never witnessed proper human “savagery” up close…

My moans joined Vin’s chorus as I lost control, and I gave her calves a firm squeeze of warning.

“Cover me, darling!” she practically shouted, her fingers digging into my arms. “Anoint me with your blessing! Sanctify Lahara’s temple with your seed!”

Her desperate pleas sent me spiraling over the edge, and I barely managed to pull out before I exploded. Several of the acolytes gasped when the first jet launched all the way across Vin’s body and splattered across her nose, then again when my next blast struck her mouth and chin. Even Lycelle, the woman here who knew how hard I could spill, seemed astonished by how quickly and thoroughly I covered the priestess lying on the altar beneath me.

I slumped forward once I was spent, bracing a hand on Vin’s knee as I examined my handiwork. Unlike her acolytes, she looked overjoyed rather than stunned by the volume of my release, and her soft skin looked as beautiful as always glistening with her well-earned reward. She moaned in contentment, her red hair spilling over the edge of the altar as she leaned back and licked the seed from her lips.

“Praise the Goddess for the dragon’s glorious bounty,” she breathed. “May his seed renew Lostrien and bring a swift end to the Drought.”

There was a brief pause before Lycelle led the other acolytes in a brief chant in an Avetharri dialect I couldn’t understand. But in context, they seemed to be reaffirming Vin’s proclamation. I studied them as they lowered their heads in prayer, unable to suppress a smile when I noticed how hard most of them were breathing…

“Oh, yes,” Vin whispered blissfully as she leaned up, a thick strand of seed still dangling from her cheek. “Leave us now. Lord Farric and I have much to discuss.”

Lycelle nodded, then signaled for the other acolytes to follow her out of the chamber. They moved as a group, and I caught more than one smile as they glanced back over their shoulders.

“You enjoyed that a little too much,” I teased.

“I enjoyed it the exact right amount,” Vin countered as she looked down and examined the utter mess I’d made of her. “So did you, darling. All that wife talk must have gotten you nice and worked up.”

I leaned forward and planted a kiss on her forehead. “I’ve been worked up from the first moment you invited me into the bathing pool.”

“Well, it’s understandable,” she said, scooping a sticky glob from her right breast then licking her fingers clean. “I am beautiful.”

“True, but it’s more than that.”

I wiped a glob from her other breast and offered it to her. She swallowed my finger without hesitation, lathering it with her tongue as greedily as if it were my cock.

“You didn’t talk down to me,” I said. “You didn’t seem to care at all that I was human. I can’t say that of many others.”

Vin smiled, then gave my wet finger a kiss. “You give me too much credit, darling. It’s not exactly a fair comparison.”

“Why’s that?”

“I saw you naked at the Tasting before I even realized you were dustborn. After one look at your thick arms and long stem, you could have been green as an orc and I still would have wanted you inside me.”

I laughed. It made her smile, which in turn made my cock start getting hard again. I really hadn’t met anyone else like her before. I couldn’t imagine a better First Wife.

“Well, I’m glad you’re interested in being branded,” I said, glancing between us to her glazed belly. “And that’s you’re willing to perform the ritual.”

“You didn’t actually think I’d refuse did you?”

“No.”

She raised an inquisitive eyebrow as she fed herself another sticky glob, this one from her chin. “Why bring this up now? Are you in a hurry? Because I figured you’d want to wait until you’d seeded Kyriel.”

“I just figured it would be best for everyone if I started branding my wives as soon as possible.”

Vin’s face scrunched. “Wives? You found another girl already?”

“Yes,” I said, bracing myself. “You…and Nirivi.”

“What?” she blurted out as she abruptly sat upright, causing one of gooey strands on her face to slide down and dangle from her jaw. “After all that’s happened? Are you serious?”

I nodded. “I make it a point of never teasing a woman who has my cum on her tits.”

Vin didn’t seem nearly as amused by the comment as I’d hoped.

“Look, I don’t want Nirivi to end up as a pawn or a victim in all of this,” I said. “Once she’s branded, she’s protected. From the mob, from the royal court…even from Sovereign Alessara, if necessary.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure of that,” Vin said. “House Bastrel turned against their rightful Sovereign. Their bloodline must be—”

“It’s happened before,” I interrupted. “ Wyrm Lords in good standing have taken the daughters of disgraced vassals into their harem. According to Imperial law, our children would bear no guilt for her family’s crimes as long as her blood is purified by a dragon in good standing.”

Vin’s cheek twitched. “That may be the law, but—”

“It’s also Vaz Gorati dogma,” I said. “I checked.”

She sat there in silence for a few moments, then finally gathered the seed from her jaw and shoved it into her mouth. “You went to the library to figure this out all by yourself?”

“Lia helped,” I admitted. “I’d never even seen an archival crystal before being invited to the palace, but she knows how it all works.”

“That clever little concubine…”

“She’s loyal to her dragon, but also to her friends. She was eager to help me save Nirivi, and this is the best way.”

Vin let out a long, heavy sigh, then offered me her hands so I could help her hop down off the table. “All this trouble for a drow? Do you really think she’s worth it?”

“I think it’s the right thing to do,” I said. “Dragons have a solemn duty to protect their wives.”

She paced across the chancel for a moment before turning back to look at me. Her robe was still wide open, and her body still glistened with my seed.

“Legend has it that golden dragons are natural protectors,” Vin said. “I don’t know where that story comes from, but you might embody it too much for your own good. You can’t save every person and right every wrong.”

“No, but I can try,” I said, moving close enough that I could place my fingers on her soft belly. “You will brand her for me?”

“I’ll brand any woman you decide is worthy of your seed.” She held my gaze for a long moment before a sly and decidedly dark smile tugged at her lips. “Then I’ll crack my whip and make sure she understands her place.”


Interlude
Kyriel


The skies were bright and clear, and Kyriel leaned over the edge of the balcony to enjoy the heat of the summer sun on her skin. She was half tempted to lie down, soak up the warmth, and nap the afternoon away. She’d barely slept last night, and for once it wasn’t because she’d been riding Sol for hours on end. Her mind had simply refused to settle.

It still hadn’t. Kyriel had been trying to work through everything, from the revelation about Nirivi’s heritage to the bloody assault on the Vaz Gorati temple to her mother’s sudden recovery. The latter in particular should have been purely good news, but it was proving to be the most challenging thing for Kyriel to deal with.

Over the last week, she had grown accustomed to waking up and immediately being beset with responsibilities of leadership. But now…

“It’s not like I’m actually going to miss sitting in court getting yelled at by petitioners,” she whispered. “So what’s the problem?”

The wind howled an ambiguous reply. Duatha wasn’t much help, either—the translucent panther was lying in the shadows of the balcony beside her, his eyes closed and his head resting on his paws. He had been there for a while now, as if he wanted to encourage her to take a nap alongside him.

“I always wondered if I’d be able to handle the responsibility,” Kyriel whispered. “But I also thought that it would be my child, not me, that had to find out. Then it all happened, and it felt so…natural.”

She took a deep breath as a gust of wind tousled her blond hair and long blue dress. Her mother was in court right now catching up on everything and assuring the other Great Houses that she was back in charge. Kyriel had attended the first two hours of meetings, which had mostly involved the vassal lords decrying how Alessara had deceived them about her weakened condition for so long. They had every right to be furious—they genuinely had been lied to—but it was going to be interesting to see how they would react now that the shadow curse was lifting. Her mother had no intention of stepping down unless the Empire sent an Elder Dragon to replace her, something which seemed less and less likely by the day. And if Alessara could fully regain her draconic abilities and lead her forces to another victory over House Bastrel…

Well, Kyriel didn’t know what would happen. But as long as Rilas was out there threatening the province, the Great Houses didn’t have much choice but to fall in line. The future beyond the war was much more difficult to predict.

“Maybe we’ll have three dragons in Tir Bereth soon,” Kyriel said. “Unless my mother strings up the drow before we can get another potion out of her.”

Duatha opened his green eyes and looked at her, as if the statement had caught his interest. Or maybe he just wanted her to stop rambling to herself so he could sleep in peace, it was hard to tell with a normal cat, let alone a bizarre and enigmatic spirit from the Pale.

Kyriel sighed and looked down at her own slender fingers. While she didn’t understand the nature of Bastrel’s shadow curse well enough to know for certain if a potion could cure her like it had her mother, she very much doubted it. Her stunted draconic abilities and lack of sorcery were collateral damage caused by her mother’s affliction, not a direct result of the affliction itself. There was no direct curse on her for a potion to lift.

So far, the only thing that had come close to awakening Kyriel’s inner dragon was having Sol spill deep inside her. Whether his dragon seed ever completely cured her or not, she fully intended to keep running the experiment for as long as possible.

Kyriel smiled, but it didn’t last more than a few heartbeats. As much as she wanted to become a true dragon, as much as she yearned to be able to call upon the Aether’s power, she wondered what would happen to her other powers if she were ever cured. Would she still be able to cross over into the Pale? Would she still be able to channel its power through her bow? Would she still be able to summon Duatha?

“What if I’ve come to like being the ‘Poisoned Princess?’” she asked. “You might get lonely without me.”

The spirit panther’s closed eyelids twitched as if he was dreaming. Kyriel smirked, wondering if there was prey for him to chase inside the Pale. Perhaps he was the shadow realm’s greatest mouser and she didn’t even know it.

Turning away from the balcony’s edge, she headed back inside her chambers. The softness of her bed called out to her, as did the soothing warmth of her bathing pool. And both would be even more comfortable if she summoned Sol to join her. She longed to feel his strong hands sliding down her waist and squeezing her thighs.

But she knew that he was troubled as well, if for different reasons. He was deeply concerned about the way her mother had treated Nirivi, the mysterious drow Pain Maiden who was both the scion of Lostrien’s most infamous traitor and a seemingly innocent woman who had been unwittingly ensnared in her family’s schemes. When Kyriel had first learned the truth about the other woman’s heritage, she had been stunned and furious, and she had held onto that anger all of yesterday and most of the night. But now…

Now she knew how much her mother’s reaction had upset Sol, and Kyriel couldn’t bring herself to blame him.

That’s what I should be doing, Kyriel told herself. Forget the court. I need to know what’s really going on with the drow.

She strode out of her quarters and into the corridor. One of the two Wyrmguard protectors waiting outside started to follow her, but she ordered him to stay put. She didn’t need company where she was going. This was a trip she needed to make alone…and in private.

Kyriel took the first turn in the corridor. Then, once she was certain she was alone and out of range of the wardstone protecting her room, she took another step forward and crossed over into the darkness of the Pale.

The rich blue, white, and gold palette of the palace faded into a colorless gray, and the warm summer air took on a bitter chill as cold as winter. The vatari markings on her right arm glowed intensely as they began to absorb the harmful energies of the shadow realm so that her mortal flesh didn’t freeze and wither.

Before she set out, Duatha reappeared next to her, this time as a fully tangible black panther rather than a ghostly spirit. He appraised her curiously with his green eyes, and she reached out to pet his soft head. Despite the oppressive cold of the shadow realm, his body was as warm as a real beast here. It made her want to snuggle up against him in a way she never could in the physical world, but she didn’t have time for such indulgences. Her tattoos could only protect her for so long.

Kyriel set out at a brisk pace through the empty, colorless corridors. Shadows constantly moved across the walls, keeping her vigilant. She doubted that any demons would attack her while Duatha was at her side, but there was no way to be certain. They were always there, waiting and watching for any sign of weakness. And before she’d made it halfway to the dungeon, the discordant voices began whispering in the corners of her mind.

[Gwaurvaineth entula. The Poisoned Princess returns.]

Kyriel shuddered as the dark chorus became a single voice. She still didn’t see any creatures, but she swore she could feel something crawling down the back of her neck.

[Hiril Fael, the Hollow Heiress. Do you know what darkness grows within you?]

“Go away!” she snarled. “I will not listen to your madness.”

[I Celeb Wen uvara lle tuulo Ho. Lle nauva vase, ilya aha.]

Kyriel’s stride faltered as the words of the old, formal Avetharri tongue formed in her mind. The Silver Maiden cannot protect you from Him. In His rage, all will be consumed.

“Who are you talking about?” she asked. “Rilas? Do you serve him now?”

The only response was a dark, dissonant laughter that made her cover her ears, but it didn’t block out the sound.

“Le’thos,” Kyriel swore, gritting her teeth and pushing onward. A minute later, she was descending the steps into the dungeon and wondering if they should move one of the precious wardstones to protect it. She doubted that Rilas would risk coming here just to capture or kill Nirivi, but still. Palewalking was an incredible gift, but also a terrible weapon. A world where everyone could slip through walls like she and Rilas would be an absolute nightmare. It was yet another reason he needed to be stopped as soon as possible.

Once she had entered the dungeon, Kyriel focused her thoughts and stepped through the Veil as if she were walking through any other doorway. Goosebumps rose on her skin as the air went from cold to warm, and she had to blink several times as color returned to her vision. Her surroundings were still dark—there were only a few active glowstones lighting the prison—but she could see well enough. The guards appeared to be in the warden station behind her, which was good. She preferred to have this visit in secret if at all possible.

Duatha also didn’t join her yet, though she had a feeling that the panther was watching. She would have found his behavior disturbing if she didn’t trust him. Whatever her panther really was, he had no interest in harming her.

After taking another moment to reacclimate to the physical world, Kyriel continued forward. The drow woman was lying in bed inside her small cell, her legs crossed. She had a book propped against her knees, and her glittering ruby eyes quickly scoured the pages. Kyriel mostly knew of the drow through legend, story, and artwork rather than personal experience, but she couldn’t deny that Nirivi Ulyr possessed a cold, dark beauty unlikely any woman on the surface. Kyriel still didn’t fully understand why Lia or Sol trusted this woman, but she told herself that she needed to approach this conversation in a fair and judicious way without any preconceptions.

It wasn’t going to be easy.

“Your Highness,” the drow greeted in her rich, husky voice.

Kyriel held up her hands. “I apologize for startling you.”

“No need. Frankly, I’m impressed—it is not easy to sneak up on a drow.” Nirivi’s eyes glittered, and she set down her book and swiveled her legs to the edge of the bed. “But then, your powers are quite unique, aren’t they? There are shadow knights who train all their lives just to travel a short distance through the Pale.”

Kyriel’s cheek twitched, and she wondered if Lia and Sol had told this woman about her gifts. Or perhaps she had simply heard the various rumors and discerned the truth herself. Either way, it was annoying. She already felt like she was on her back foot.

“Besides, I should be accustomed to visitors,” Nirivi added. “Though Lord Farric wasn’t nearly as discreet with his movements. Humans are loud and clumsy creatures.”

The drow woman stood and approached the bars. She may not have technically been a princess, but her smooth movements were undeniably regal.

“They’re quite beautiful,” Nirivi said. “I should have seen the glow even if I didn’t hear you approach.”

Kyriel followed her eyes to the glowing vatari markings on her right arm. They were only about half as bright as they had been a few minutes ago, but absorbing the energies of the Pale had turned them green rather than blue. She probably should have worn a dress with sleeves, but it was obviously too late for that now.

“A byproduct of your father’s curse,” she said. “He wanted to poison my mother and her unborn child.”

“How very drow of him,” Nirivi replied mildly. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit, Your Highness?”

Kyriel drew in a deep breath and refocused. “I need to know more about your sister. Do you really believe that she’ll attempt to seize control of Ust Perya?”

Nirivi shrugged fractionally. “It is certainly possible. Sulestra has been biding her time for many decades. She has many loyalists, though not enough to challenge my mother without help. A dragon would tip the scales in her favor quite decisively…especially if she uncovered the details of my mother’s bargain with Lumos Bastrel.”

“You don’t think the other drow houses would approve?”

“Of her making a private bargain with a surface house? No, not unless they believed they were getting something out of it.” Her red lips quivered almost imperceptively. “But if I really am a Bastrel, my mother wouldn’t have wanted anyone to learn the truth. The other houses might have tried to steal me or murder me before my blood ignited.”

Kyriel flinched. The politics of dragons on the surface were often quite brutal—the circumstances surrounding her birth and her Tasting were proof enough of that. But she didn’t want to imagine how much worse it would be in the Underworld. Everyone coveted power in one way or another, but the drow were utterly shameless about it. And since they didn’t have any other dragons, the stakes would have been even higher than normal. Nirivi would have been in grave peril if anyone had known the truth.

“So there may actually be a revolution,” Kyriel said.

Nirivi nodded. “Yes. It makes the most sense to me. My mother would have little to gain from aiding the White Wyrm after sending me to you. My sister, on the other hand…”

“Has everything to gain,” Kyriel finished. “My mother is convinced that even if she succeeds in outsting your mother, your sister won’t be able to organize her forces and threaten us before we can defeat Rilas and his Tirzak.”

“She could be right.” The drow woman paused for a heartbeat. “But then, I’ve learned to never underestimate my sister. And it seems to me that you shouldn’t underestimate the White Wyrm, either. Do you really believe you can destroy him in his new fortress?”

“I don’t know. But the problem is that even if we wanted to help you, I don’t know what we could do.”

Nirivi’s ruby eyes studied her for a long moment. She couldn’t have been much older than Kyriel—just a few years, if the timelines worked out—but somehow the Pain Maiden exuded a cool confidence beyond her years.

“Frankly, I’m surprised you’re considering doing anything at all,” Nirivi said. “My people have done nothing to help Lostrien or your house, and your mother has been cured of her affliction. From your family’s perspective, the best strategy would be to sit back and let my people fight amongst each other.”

“Like you said, we should not underestimate Rilas or your sister,” Kyriel replied, wondering if this was some kind of test. “Your people may be fewer in number, but their ability to move below ground means they could attack any fiefdom in the province.”

“Would it make you feel better to know that my mother had a precise plan on how, where, and who to strike if the necessity ever arose?”

“No.”

Nirivi smiled thinly. Kyriel couldn’t tell if it was amused or malicious.

“Lia told me that you would be a wise Sovereign someday,” the drow woman said. “Lord Farric believes the same.”

“Why do you sound so surprised?”

“Darthiir are often foolish, especially young females. I always assumed that your mother would have coddled you and made you weak, but perhaps I have misjudged you.”

“Perhaps,” Kyriel replied mildly, trying to take it as a compliment rather than an insult. It wasn’t easy.

“I have been reading about your Tastings,” Nirivi went on, gesturing to the books piled near her bed. “I’m impressed—it’s an appropriately humiliating ritual for the males who participate. I’m surprised we haven’t adopted a similar tradition in Ust Perya.”

“If you did, you’d probably castrate the males who lost.”

“Oh, for certain. Weak males think more clearly when their most powerful weapons have been removed.”

Kyriel felt her cheek twitch again. She couldn’t decide if this woman was being serious or she simply had a dark and dry sense of humor…

“I imagine that yours was an incredible experience,” Nirivi added. “Though it must have been jarring when you realized that the lone human had the most powerful seed of all the contenders by far.”

“It was,” the princess admitted. “It took me a while to accept the truth.”

“I don’t blame you. The very idea of a dustborn dragon is preposterous. I wouldn’t have believed it myself if I hadn’t seen him transform…or watched him spill upon Lia.”

Kyriel wondered if the comment was intended to trigger a red flash on her cheeks. If so, the drow would be disappointed.

“Speaking of finding it difficult to accept the truth,” she said, “do you honestly intend to be a loyal dragon wife?”

Nirivi took a moment to respond. “We spoke about this earlier. My mother saw the value in an alliance and realized that I was an excellent bargaining chip.”

“That isn’t what I asked,” Kyriel said, moving within an inch of the bars. “Forget your mother—forget the politics. Would you be a loyal and obedient wife for Sol?”

The princess watched the drow’s reaction carefully, and she saw the slightest quiver in the other woman’s lip at the word “obedient.” Kyriel wondered if Nirivi had ever received—let alone obeyed—a command from a male in her life.

“The prospect of bearing dragon children, even half-human ones, should be appealing to any female,” Nirivi replied. “Including me.”

“True…but again, that isn’t what I asked,” Kyriel pressed. “Would you actually be a loyal and obedient wife for Sol?”

The drow’s faintly glowing eyes glittered more brightly. “I am not in the habit of breaking my word, and Lord Farric possesses many admirable qualities.”

“But?”

“But,” Nirivi replied quietly, “he is also a foolish male. He insists that he will protect me at his own peril.”

Kyriel frowned. “What do you mean?”

“When he visited me last night, he insisted that he was intent on shielding me from the wrath of your mother and Imperial law. He does not understand our ways. The destiny of elves is written in blood and seed.”

“He is human. Their lives are so short they barely have time to make their own history and traditions.” She sighed softly. “But after meeting him, I wonder if this may also be a blessing. Our people have so much history and so many traditions that we end up shackled by them.”

Nirivi smiled faintly. “I have often thought the same.”

Kyriel looked deeply into the other woman’s eyes, but all she was thinking about was Sol. A month ago, she would have found the thought of having a human consort vile, but now here she was feeling strangely jealous of his virtues. Her world couldn’t have possibly changed more in a shorter period of time.

“Earlier, you asked what you could do to help Ust Perya,” Nirivi said. “The answer is that I don’t know. I can’t know without understanding exactly what’s going on. My mother may not even be aware of Sulestra’s betrayal yet…or they may already be fighting in the streets.”

Kyriel nodded gravely. “You were her eyes and ears here in Tir Bereth, but we don’t have spies in Ust Perya. At least, none that I’m aware of. If I’m not mistaken, the last few disappeared several years ago.”

The drow nodded. “Well, whatever the truth, it will require a dragon to defeat a dragon. That is, assuming the White Wyrm dares to venture into the Dark.”

“That is the question, isn’t it? What is Rilas going to do now that he has the relic your mother gave your father?” Kyriel crossed her arms. “Honestly, it might be worth venturing into the Underworld just to ask her what the relic actually does. He seems to have killed most or all of the Vaz Gorati who knew anything about it.”

Nirivi stayed silent while Kyriel inwardly debated her next move. But this wasn’t the place for rumination. She needed to get back.

“I will return soon,” Kyriel said. “Just try and be patient. I know the dungeons aren’t very hospitable, but don’t worry, you aren’t in any danger.”

“If only that were true, Your Highness.”

“You aren’t in any danger from us,” the princess added. “I appreciate your candor. And I’m sure Sol will be back soon to visit as well.”

The drow’s red eyes glittered as she gave Kyriel a slight bow, then returned to her bed and her book. The princess turned and headed for the exit, but shifted back into the Pale before she encountered any of the guards. The cold darkness enveloped her again, and her tattoos began to glow a brighter and brighter green as she maneuvered through the colorless, shadowy version of the palace. Duatha was there waiting for her on the dungeon stairwell, his tail swishing expectantly behind him.

“Didn’t want to join us?” Kyriel asked, her voice sounding unnaturally hollow. “Probably for the best. You have a tendency to scare the hell out of people the first time they see you.”

As usual, she couldn’t tell if he understood her or not, but he turned and started up the stairs with a surprising hustle. Kyriel’s stomach fluttered as she followed behind him, wondering if he was trying to lead her somewhere again. The last time he’d done that, she’d been dreaming about Vin’s amulet…

The demons in the darkness began whispering into her mind again as she moved, but Kyriel ignored their taunts. She just followed Duatha all the way to the corridor outside her chamber. Inside, the wardstone would block her passage, so she stepped back into the physical world…

“Your Highness!”

Kyriel gasped and turned around to see one of the Wyrmguards in the hall right behind her. She couldn’t see his facial features beneath his closed blue helmet, but his eyes were wide in surprise. To him, she must have appeared out of seemingly nowhere.

“Is something wrong?” she asked, her voice sounding painfully loud in her ears as she adjusted to the physical world again.

“N-no, Your Highness, I just thought…” The man paused, his eyes focused on her glowing green markings.

“Thought what?” Kyriel pressed, wishing again that she had worn something with sleeves.

“I…I thought you were in your chambers,” he said. “I was coming to find you. I bring news.”

He abruptly stiffened as if he were about to salute.

“It’s about your father, Your Highness,” the man added. “The Dragon Father has returned.”
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“He’ll be fine,” Vinarys said, her eyes closed and her hand pressed against Malion Starmantle’s sinewy arm. “He needs food and rest.”

“Thank the Goddess,” Kyriel breathed before sliding her arms around her father.

She had crawled onto the infirmary bed with him as if she were a twelve-year-old girl rather than a twenty-year-old woman, but I found no fault with that whatsoever. For the second time in as many days, Kyriel’s face was streaked with tears of happiness because a parent had returned from the dead. I was happy on her behalf.

Happy…but also concerned. Not because the Dragon Father had miraculously survived the battle, but because of what he had just told us about Rilas Bastrel’s new powers.

“None of us will be fine if we don’t kill the Bastrel wretch soon,” Malion said, his eyes blazing with cold fury. While he was still the same tall, powerfully-built elf as before, I was shocked at how haggard he looked. His skin was pale and tightly drawn, and he’d clearly lost some weight. Distantly, I wondered if his decline was more a result of his captivity or his trek through the Doriath Mountains during his escape. The terrain there was brutal. He must have made it to the Crossroads with sheer willpower alone.

“We’ll stop him, but for now you need to lie down,” Kyriel said. “Please.”

Lord Malion was a notoriously harsh and stubborn man. I knew that from personal experience—he had been nothing short of a caustic tyrant the first several times I’d interacted with him.

Yet today, he obeyed Kyriel without question, leaning back onto the pillows of the bed while giving her forearm a loving squeeze. Fathers had no greater weakness than their daughters.

“You’re certain that Haberian was telling you the truth?” Alessara asked. The Sovereign was sitting calmly next to the bed, her legs crossed and her face creased with concern. She was also happy to have her consort back—I had seen the joy and relief in her eyes when we had first entered the infirmary. But she was obviously determined to control her emotions while she had an audience, so she had thrown on a calm and stoic mask ever since.

The Dragon Father was holding Kyriel’s hand while she laid next to him on the bed. Vin, having done everything she could with her blood magic, had backed away to stand next to me and give the family space.

“He told me what he knew,” Malion said. “He wouldn’t have been able to work up the courage to free me if he didn’t believe it was real.”

“Spirits from the Pale possessing the dead…” Alessara breathed. “No one has wielded shadow magic that powerful in an age.”

“No one has been insane enough to try. Solterys knows how many fractures he may have already created in the Veil. The fool might have unleashed an army of demons without even knowing it.”

My stomach twisted at the thought. Our attack on Sunbreak Ridge had seemed like a triumph, albeit a strange one. We had decimated the Tirzak forces while they’d been separated from Rilas’s control, then finished them off when their powers had returned. But if the White Wyrm had truly returned later and called forth spirits of the Pale to possess the fallen…

The Empire forbade the practice of shadow magic for good reasons. The kind of teleportation that Rilas had used to kidnap Kyriel was terrifying enough, but it was only one of many potential risks of Palerending. The Veil separating the material world and the shadow realm could only take so much punishment, and the invisible spirits lurking on the other side could easily slip through the tiniest fracture. Once they were in the physical world, they needed a body to possess in order to stay. Corpses were sufficient, as long as they were mostly intact, but living beings were even better. If some of those spirits made their way to Tari Hyare or any other settlement, the Tirzak might become the least of our problems. Demons of the Pale were a far more fearsome foe than any mantis warrior.

“And you still know nothing of this relic Bastrel stole from Karthuil?” Alessara asked Vinarys.

“I’m afraid not, Your Majesty,” the priestess replied. “But I am planning to fly to the Highlands tomorrow in order to join the funeral ceremonies and help with the—”

“You will go today,” the Sovereign interrupted. “And you will not return until you have answers.”

“I…” Vin paused and swallowed. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

“I am tired of your Sisterhood’s secrets. Both in keeping them and in dealing with their consequences.” Alessara’s face hardened. “Get me answers, and you will be the next Blood Mother of Lostrien.”

The priestess’s cheek twitched. “With all due respect, Your Majesty, the Vaz Gorati make their own decisions. It is up to the Blood Mothers in the other provinces to select a replacement.”

“Not this time,” the Sovereign said. “You have served my daughter and Lord Farric well. They trust you, which is not something I’ve been able to say about most of your sisters for a long time. I have not forgotten Sianeth’s betrayal over Lord Farric’s blood, and I will not allow outsiders to manipulate our politics whether they claim to have the blessing of the Dragon Goddess or not.”

Alessara drew in a deep breath, then rose to her feet. “Take a wyvern to Karthuil. I will arrange for the Skywatch to escort you.”

Vin cast a glance at Kyriel, and the princess sent a clear message to both of us with her eyes. Don’t go anywhere until we talk.

“Of course, Your Majesty,” Vin said. “I will do my best to get answers.”

She turned and gave my hand a squeeze, then headed for the door. Once she was gone, Malion spoke up.

“We greatly underestimated the extent to which Lumos Bastrel dabbled in shadow magic,” he said. “The curse he wove is proof enough of that. But his whelp is a threat to the very sanctity of Solterys’s Veil, especially if he has a Godsworn cultist whispering in his ear.”

“What could he possibly be thinking?” Alessara asked as she crossed her arms and paced beside the bed. She already looked healthier than she had yesterday. “Even Lumos wasn’t stupid enough to deal with the Sarodihm.”

“Lumos wasn’t host to a Godsoul fragment,” I said.

Everyone turned to look at me. I had been quiet so far since I hadn’t wanted to interrupt a family moment, but that time had passed.

“If Rilas indeed has some small spark of power from one of the Old Gods,” I went on, “then it makes perfect sense why the Sarodihm would take an interest in him.”

“The Godsworn seek to cast down the dragons and destroy the Empire,” Malion said pointedly. “But this Bastrel whelp sees himself as the future Dragon Sovereign of Lostrien.”

“He used the Windsongs to get what he wanted,” Kyriel put in. “And now he’s using the Tirzak and the drow to get what he wants. He probably feels he can do the same with the Godsworn.”

“Yet another reason he must be destroyed as soon as possible,” Alessara said, still pacing. “This is more than just another house rivalry.”

Kyriel finally moved off the bed, though she kept a hand on her father’s arm. “What do you mean?”

The Dragon Sovereign paused. “For years now I’ve been receiving reports from across the Empire warning that something was happening—something with the Godsworn. There were even scattered reports about the Veil becoming dangerously thin. I always treated them as little more than rumors and whispers, but there may be more to them. Maybe the cultists really have been plotting something. Some believe they’re the ones responsible for the vatari shortage.”

“How so?” I asked.

“I’m not exactly sure, but it doesn’t matter right now,” she said, waving a hand. “Stopping Rilas must remain our focus.”

From his bed, Malion reached out to touch Alessara’s hand. She turned unexpectedly, and I saw their fingers squeeze together.

“If you can transform again, then we should press our advantage,” he said. “Two dragons could lay waste to his armies, especially with the growing support of the other houses.”

“That’s exactly what I plan to do,” Alessara said. “But…I’m not ready yet. I feel stronger than yesterday, but it might be a while before I have fully recovered. The Houses need time to rally regardless—I threw down the gauntlet in court this morning, but it will be at least another week before they’re ready, perhaps two. But by then, we’ll have three times the forces at our disposal.”

She paused, and I saw her give her consort’s hand another squeeze before she released it.

“The question is what Rilas will do next,” she added. “We need to be prepared for anything.”

“We know what he’s going to do,” I said. “He’s going to help General Sulestra take control of House Ulyr.”

Alessara and Malion both looked at me. They were both older than I would ever be, with all the experience and knowledge those years contained. It was difficult not to feel out of my element. After all, it had been less than a month since I’d been a mere Legion centurion who’d never imagined setting foot in the palace, let alone sharing a bed with Princess Kyriel. There was a part of me that still felt unworthy to stand in the presence of the Dragon Sovereign and her consort.

But fortunately, that part was getting smaller and smaller by the day. I was Wyrm Lord Farric now, and by the elves’ own laws, I deserved to be here and speak my mind as much as any of them. It was time to speak up and stand my ground.

“I understand that we can’t deploy the Legion underground,” I said. “But we also can’t afford to do nothing.”

“That’s exactly what we’re going to do,” Alessara replied coolly. “I will not squander precious resources in defense of the drow.”

“With all due respect, Your Majesty, you won’t be squandering anything. If Rilas is able to gain the loyalty of the drow houses, he’ll be able to strike us nearly anywhere in the province. The drow can take their tunnels and move undetected—their appearance in Karthuil should be proof enough of that. Even small groups of raiders could cause tremendous chaos. The other vassal houses will be forced to keep more of their soldiers at home for defense. And that’s on top of the fact that—”

“By the time the drow have finished killing each other, we will be in position to assault Oro Sarn,” the Sovereign interrupted. “And once we destroy the Bastrel whelp and send the Tirzak fleeing back into the mountains, the war will be over. Ulyr and other drow houses simply don’t have the numbers to wage war against us on their own.”

“Are you sure about that, Mother?” Kyriel asked.

Alessara turned and favored her daughter with a warning glare. “The drow have always been few in number. There is only one major settlement beneath Lostrien.”

Kyriel glanced at me, then back at her mother. “That may be true, but Sol is right to be concerned. We cannot afford to underestimate them.”

“We may not be able to send an army,” I repeated, taking the princess’s cue, “but we have other resources at our disposal.”

“Such as?” Malion asked, looking genuinely curious.

“Me.”

Alessara’s blue eyes narrowed. “What are you suggesting?”

“That I return to the Underworld and evaluate what is happening,” I said. “I can take Nirivi with me as a guide. The two of us should be able to return to the city and figure out what—”

“The Bastrel scion is not going anywhere except the gallows,” the Sovereign interrupted coldly. “I have already explained this to you.”

“I know,” I replied, forcing myself to stay calm. “And I understand why you don’t trust her. But I’m not asking you to let her loose in Tir Bereth—I’m asking you to place her in my charge as we venture underground. At the very least, we can learn exactly what’s happening in Ust Perya and decide if it’s a threat to us.”

“You did say that we have a week or more before our forces are ready, Mother,” Kyriel put in. “We might as well use that time to evaluate the threat.”

Alessara looked at her daughter as if she had just drawn a dagger and pointed it at her back. “I will not risk our dragon,” she said, biting out each word. “Nor will I allow a Bastrel child to roam free. This is not up for debate.”

I drew in a deep breath, bracing myself for a confrontation. The Sovereign wasn’t going to like it when I revealed that I intended to brand Nirivi, but if that was the only way out of this mess, then so be it. I was a Wyrm Lord, and I wasn’t going to be denied.

But before I was able to open my mouth and speak, the Dragon Father interrupted instead.

“Lord Farric’s plan is worth considering,” Malion said. “We can’t afford to ignore the military implications if Ust Perya falls.”

Alessara’s glare shifted to him as if he had taken Kyriel’s dagger and stabbed her in the back with it.

“There are no military implications once we capture Oro Sarn and kill Rilas Bastrel,” she bit out through clenched teeth.

“I agree,” Malion said calmly. “But as we’ve said, we can’t know for sure how long that will take. And if the drow city falls too quickly, there might be enough time for them to cause trouble. Kyriel is right: we should use this time to evaluate the situation and then react accordingly.”

I had seen the two of them engage in a verbal sparring match before, and Kyriel had told me how badly the relationship between her parents had deteriorated over the years. But by all accounts, Malion had been willing to sacrifice himself to save Alessara’s life at the Crossroads, and he had just returned from the dead. Now the Sovereign couldn’t seem to bring her full fury to muster against him; her expression looked more confused and hurt than angry.

“Perhaps we should let the matter rest for a while,” the Dragon Father said quietly. “At least until Sister Vinarys can consult with the Vaz Gorati. If we learn something new about this artifact, it could change our strategy.”

Malion squeezed his daughter’s arm with one hand, then reached out to the Sovereign with the other. It took a moment, but Alessara finally took his fingers in hers.

“Very well,” she conceded. “But you…you should rest.”

“All of us should,” Malion said, smiling. “To make certain our thoughts are clear.”
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“Your mother was insistent that I leave right away,” Vinarys said, looking uncharacteristically anxious. “I don’t want to upset her.”

“You’ll leave soon enough,” Kyriel replied. “But you aren’t going alone.”

The princess crossed her arms as she paced across her chambers. She had pulled the three of us in here the moment we’d left her parents, and I could see the conflict on her face as she tried to navigate a storm of conflicting emotions. Half an hour ago, she had been a young daughter weeping tears of joy at her father’s return, but now that we were alone in her chambers, she seemed to have once again donned the mantle of authority she had so effortlessly worn during her mother’s absence.

“Sol will take you to Karthuil,” Kyriel said after a brief pause. “It will be good for the new Wyrm Lord to make an appearance in another fiefdom capital. You can bring news of my mother’s recovery and my father’s return to the Starmantle elders personally.”

“Mm,” Vin mused, some of the anxiety draining from her face. “Well, you won’t hear me complaining about that. Riding Sol always makes me feel better.”

She gave my thick arm a squeeze, but I turned back to Kyriel. “I thought we agreed that Ust Perya would be my first and last diplomatic mission.”

“I never said that,” the princess replied with a faint smile. “In fact, I think I said the opposite. The life of a male dragon is more than lying in bed seeding beautiful women all day.”

“Truly, the world’s greatest injustice,” Vin said with a dramatic flick of her wrist. “When you’re finally Sovereign, you need to pass a law to change that.”

“I’ll think about it.” Kyriel’s smile lingered for a few more heartbeats, then faded. “This is the perfect opportunity for everyone to play nice for a few days while I help my parents deal with the court and get everything back to normal. And once you get back, we can take the situation into our own hands if we need to.”

I raised a curious eyebrow. “What does that mean?”

“It means that if I can’t persuade my mother to release Nirivi and figure out how to aid Ust Perya, we’ll have to do it instead,” Kyriel said. “We need to know what’s happening in the Dark, but without any reliable spies or contacts, we’ll have to get that information ourselves. I can easily sneak Nirivi out of the dungeon, and she can guide us back to her city. Once we’re there, we can figure out what needs to be done.”

My mouth fell open, and Vin’s did the same.

“You can’t be serious, darling,” the priestess said.

“I’m very serious. I spoke with Nirivi earlier. I still can’t bring myself to trust her completely, but I agree with Sol that she’s a victim here, not a conspirator. And the bottom line is that we can’t take the risk of Rilas getting control of House Ulyr and their resources. We have to act.”

Kyriel’s grin returned, but this time it was decidedly sly. “Besides, I played Sovereign for a whole week. I think it’s long past time for me to go back to being the headstrong princess who sneaks out of the palace and ignores all the rules.”

I smiled back at her. Any man who laid eyes on her would be smitten by her appearance—just being in the same room with her young, athletic elven body and bright blue eyes still drove me mad with lust. But as I’d gotten to know her better, I’d come to realize that I would have fallen for her no matter what she looked like. She was kind and compassionate, but also clever and thoughtful and determined. She had been an effective regent in her mother’s absence, and if she could ever learn to transform, she would make an effective Sovereign some day too.

“Your mother will be furious,” I said.

“She’s been mad at me before—she’ll get over it.” Kyriel shrugged. “All that matters is that this needs to be done, and we’re the only ones who can do it.”

She glanced back at Vin. “Go ahead and pack whatever you need. Sol will meet you on the aviary platform in a few minutes.”

“Right,” the priestess replied hesitantly. “But this still seems like a bad idea to me. All this trouble over a single drow female…”

She gave us both a last look, then left the room. Once she was gone, I moved up behind Kyriel and began to rub her shoulders. She immediately closed her eyes and let out a contented moan.

“I have to admit,” I whispered, “I didn’t think you’d switch sides this quickly.”

“There were never any sides,” she said.

I shrugged. “When you first learned that Nirivi was a Bastrel, you weren’t exactly thrilled about it.”

“I’m still not. It’s…well, it complicates everything.” She bit down on her lower lip and enjoyed my touch in silence for a few heartbeats. “I went to visit her right before I got the news about my father. It’s easier to evaluate a person when you speak to them one-on-one.”

“And she changed your mind?”

“She didn’t try to. That’s what impressed me the most.” She reached back and squeezed my hands. “I also tried to ask her if she’d be a loyal wife for you.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You tried to ask?”

“She didn’t make it easy. She has a natural talent for evasion.”

Squeezing my hands again, the princess pivoted around to face me.

“But I get the impression that she’s as confused and worried as the rest of us. She just hides it better.” Kyriel smiled. “I also get the impression that she’s never met a man she didn’t despise before. It probably makes you seem especially fascinating.”

I snorted. “Well, having seen the males in Ust Perya, they aren’t particularly impressive. Though I’m sure that having their brows constantly beaten doesn’t help matters.”

I leaned down and planted a kiss on her lips, which she returned vigorously.

“You know what else surprised me,” I whispered when our lips parted. “The fact that your father seems to be on our side.”

Kyriel nodded. “I know. I plan to go and speak with him about it once you and Vin leave.”

“You don’t think he’ll be resting?”

“I think he’ll rest even better if I play him some music,” she said, casting a glance at the lyre near her bed. “I’ve been too occupied with other things recently, I need to keep practicing. I still have fifty years of training left before I can be considered a master.”

“Fifty years,” I breathed. “Most of a human lifetime. It’s hard to imagine time moving that slowly.”

“I can’t wait to get back to it moving that slowly.”

Kyriel smiled, then abruptly leapt into my arms. Her smooth thighs clamped around my waist, giving me time to catch and hold her.

“But first,” she purred, the heat of her core pulsing through my illusory clothing, “we should do something quickly while we can.”

“Really,” I said, matching her low tone. “We’re never that quick. You told me I needed to fly Vin to Karthuil.”

“I do. But this is Vin we’re talking about. She’ll pack more than she needs, so we have some time.” Kyriel’s lips brushed mine again. “Besides, she of all people will understand that your first and most important duty as consort is to spill inside your princess at least once per day.”

I snickered. “Just once?”

Her blue eyes glimmered. “Good point. Better make it twice just to be sure.”
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I didn’t know precisely how long Vin ended up waiting for me on the aviary platform, but she had a knowing smile on her face when I arrived. I played innocent and transformed right away, then allowed the wyvern handlers to put on my saddle without comment. None of them needed to know that I had left their princess a sweaty, exhausted mess in her royal bed.

We took off shortly thereafter. The summer sun was pleasantly warm on my scales as I soared over the city. As usual, my presence was met with an audible cheer; I could see dustborn throughout the city raising their hands to salute their golden protector. I was tempted to fly low to give them a closer look, but we needed to get moving to make up time. Karthuil was four hours away, and it was already well into the afternoon.

My path took us over the Wyrmshade Forest and the western part of Sunbreak Ridge where I had battled the Tirzak. A part of me wanted to investigate more closely, but since I knew it would be prudent to avoid another conflict with the enemy for the time being, I clung to the western side of the hills along the edge of the Drakenmire before crossing into the Veldrachi Highlands.

It was almost nightfall by the time we arrived. The sun was sinking behind the distant mountains to the west, casting the entirety of the Highlands in an ominous yet beautiful firelike glow. Karthuil, like Oro Sarn, was built into the side of the mountains. The city that spilled outward was much larger, though still only a fraction the size of Tir Bereth. A massive semi-circular wall wrapped protectively around the settlement, I spotted dozens of Veldrachi Rangers on the battlements once we drew close. If Rilas ever did launch an attack on this place, he would find it a difficult prize to conquer.

Except that he can walk through the Pale as easily as Kyriel, I reminded myself. That changes all the normal considerations of war.

Several wyvern riders came out to escort us, and I slowed my momentum as I passed over the walls. There was no visible destruction from Rilas’s attack—the keep high in the mountain was undamaged, as were the various glittering spires throughout the city. Even the temple of Lahara looked unsullied. The green-gold statue of the Dragon Goddess curled contentedly around the otherwise white spire as if nothing had happened.

But something had happened—something brutal. Most of the senior clergy were dead, and Vinarys would need to help tend to the wounds of her ailing sisterhood, especially since the Blood Mothers elsewhere in the Empire had yet to send help or react. Though unlike with the Elder Dragons, whose presence seemed like a myth at times, the Vaz Gorati would definitely take action eventually. But we still weren’t sure how or if the Sisterhood would accept a dustborn dragon…

The nobles in Kathuil, on the other hand, accepted me far better than I had any right to expect. I headed to the keep after dropping Vinarys off at the temple, and the Starmantles–even the oldest ones—welcomed me with open arms. Part of that was because I had landed in their courtyard as a full golden wyrm, so there was no denying my power. Some of it may have also been the simple fact that Kyriel was half Starmantle by birth. Whatever the case, they were gracious hosts even before I delivered the news about Malion’s miraculous survival and escape. And once I told them that, they were so overjoyed they practically treated me like a Dragon Sovereign.

I spent nearly the entire evening dining in the keep and answering questions from people I’d never met. It was awkward as hell at first, but I adapted reasonably well once I reminded myself that this wasn’t like Ust Perya—I didn’t have to worry about anyone knifing me in the back here. Probably.

Once dinner was finished, they offered me the services of three beautiful concubines, all appropriately collared so that I could enjoy their bodies without accidentally seeding them. But as tempting as it was to spend the night partaking in the delights of new female flesh, I didn’t need their charity. Not with Vin and I sharing a room.

The guest chamber they provided for us was smaller than my personal quarters in the palace, though still larger than any place I’d ever slept in before my ascension to Wyrm Lord. I drew a hot bath with the magical crystals in the private tub, spent an hour enjoying the heat, and then finally went to bed.

To my surprise, Vin didn’t arrive until after midnight, and she looked utterly exhausted as she crawled into bed next to me. I still expected her to beg me for attention, but for once she seemed content to press herself against me and rest. The tragedy at the temple—and the shock and sorrow it had engendered—had made her uncharacteristically somber. But I was more than happy to just hold her tight if that was what she needed.

I stayed up for a while after she fell asleep in my arms, my hand grazing alongside the curves of her naked body. Eventually, my fingers settled on her stomach and traced an outline of my potential house symbol around her belly. I had come up with the idea as a way to protect Nirivi, but I couldn’t deny how much I was looking forward to seeing it on Vin as well. Not solely because of how good it would look on her, but because of what it would mean for us. A real dragon wife…

That is, assuming we actually returned from Kyriel’s gambit. I still couldn’t believe that she was willing to defy her mother and take Nirivi back into the Underworld with us. I wasn’t looking forward to the trip—one journey into the Great Dark was more than enough for a lifetime—but at least I would have Kyriel with me to handle the diplomacy this time. A verbal duel between her and Daerulis would be interesting to watch.

Competing thoughts about the future chased themselves around my mind for quite a while before I fell back asleep. Vin left early to continue preparations for the funeral that would take place this afternoon, and I ate a pleasant breakfast with the Starmantles before joining her. She introduced me to all the surviving sisters while I was a full golden wyrm, as if to prove once again that I was the real thing and not an imposter.

The ceremony itself was long and somber, and I found it strange to listen to so many people speak well of Blood Mother Sianeth, a woman I’d only known because she had tried to sabotage my claim as Kyriel’s consort. But Rilas had killed plenty of other priestesses too, and none of them had deserved to be cut down by a psychotic Wyrm Lord with delusions of godhood. I spent most of the ceremony imagining how I was going to put him down when I finally got the chance.

A few hours later, after the guests had parted and the last rituals had been completed, Vin summoned me to the upper levels of the temple. I was eager to head back to Tir Bereth as soon as possible, but we hadn’t come here exclusively for the funeral. Hopefully she had been able to learn more about the artifact that Rilas had stolen from the vault…

“It took a bit of work, but I discovered some of Sianeth’s old writings,” she said once I entered the Blood Mother’s personal chambers and closed the door behind me. “There isn’t as much as I’d hoped about the relic, but there are a handful of notes here and there.”

I nodded as I looked round. The room was far more modest than I’d imagined for the leader of the Sisterhood in Lostrien; the whole thing was probably half the size of the room the Starmantle’s had provided for me in the castle. Like the rest of the temple, it smelled vaguely of incense. The trappings of the Vaz Gorati were everywhere, from the tiny statues of the Dragon Goddess to the red-gold upholstery.

“Hopefully you won’t get in trouble for rifling around,” I said.

“Someone has to take over,” Vinarys replied. “I’m still one of the younger sisters, but being the advisor to the Dragon Princess has always given me a great deal of clout.” She looked up from the book and smiled. “Being spilled on by a Wyrm Lord daily also goes a long way toward securing influence. If the mood here weren’t so somber, I’d have you anoint me again downstairs in front of the local sisters.”

I snorted. “Might as well take a whole tour. I can fuck you in every temple and chapel in the province.”

“Don’t tease me like that, darling,” she said. “If we weren’t at war, that’s exactly what we’d be doing.”

Chuckling, I moved next to her where she was sitting at the room’s only desk and resisted the urge to rub her shoulders. I didn’t want to start a cascade reaction where she might start begging me to fuck her on the Blood Mother’s desk. That would be a little much.

“So, what is it you found?” I asked.

“Well, from what I can gather, the relic was some kind of archival crystal that contained knowledge about shadow magic,” Vin said, flipping through the book where she had marked several pages. “It’s ironic in a way, but I think the Vaz Gorati know less about it than they’d like purely because Sianeth refused to bring it to Gûl Norigaad and let the sorcerers study it.”

“Why?” I frowned, then waved a hand. “Actually, never mind, it’s obvious: they were worried that the sorcerers might learn something from it.”

Vin nodded. “My Sisterhood is responsible for ensuring that forbidden magic stays forbidden. If the sorcerers studied it, they might teach their apprentices. It could bring calamity to the Empire.”

My instinctive reaction was that the Vaz Gorati were mistaken, but it wasn’t as if I wanted more channelers to understand shadow magic. The idea of dozens or hundreds of sorcerers being able to travel through walls was horrifying, to say the least. And if they risked creating fractures in the Veil while doing so…well, that was far worse.

“If the crystal is a repository, it explains how Rilas learned new tricks,” I said. “And it means we can expect him to learn even more.”

“Yes,” Vin agreed, her playful tone from a minute ago fading away. “But what’s really interesting is that my Sisterhood doesn’t seem to know where this relic came from.”

I frowned. “The drow didn’t create it?”

“No, and neither did the Empire. The crystal is vatari, but it isn’t cut or designed like any work of artifice Sianeth had ever seen. She wrote a letter to the other Blood Mothers suggesting that the relic might predate the Empire.”

“Is that possible?” I asked. “A vatari relic that’s over ten thousand years old?”

Vin shrugged. “She doesn’t provide any proof, just supposition. She talks about how the Old Gods were all associated with different types of magic. Arcane and shadow magic were ostensibly the realms of Abalor, the god of death and time. Earth magic was part of Escar, Air magic was a part of Dathiel…and so on.”

An excited tingle rippled down the back of my neck as I looked at the dark emerald gemstone currently dangling between Vin’s breasts. “What about Shalassa?”

“Um,” the priestess murmured, flipping the pages. “She was allegedly a goddess of the moon with domain over charm, illusion, and light magic.”

“You don’t say,” I murmured. “Kyriel said that necklace of yours has gradually increased the strength of your charm magic.”

Vin reached down and touched the emerald. “I suppose, but—”

“We also saw it fire a beam of light at Rilas,” I added. “A beam that badly wounded him.”

“Yes…yes, we did,” she agreed quietly.

“Do you think it’s the same kind of relic? An archival crystal for a different type of magic?”

“I have no idea. It’s never explicitly taught me anything.”

“But you realized pretty quickly that you could drain the Pale corruption out of Kyriel’s tattoos with it,” I reminded her. “You figured that out on your own?”

“It…well, the technique just made sense at the time,” Vin said. “And I knew it was the right thing to do.”

“Then I think we may have our first answers about what this gemstone really is. And why it was different from the other Shalassan pendants the Matron Mother mentioned. This wasn’t merely a status symbol worn by priestesses of a moon goddess. I bet it contains all kinds of magical knowledge. All we need to do is figure out how to unlock it.”

“You could be right.”

I touched the dark emerald, but I didn’t feel anything strange. It was as smooth as any other cut gemstone.

“Any ideas?” I asked.

“Dragon seed is a key to unlocking many forms of magic, but not this one,” Vin said. “Goddess knows you’ve spilled on it plenty of times while anointing me.”

I groaned. “I’m serious.”

“So am I, darling. I’ve had to clean it off a dozen times. Your aim is impeccable.”

“There must be some way for us to unlock its powers,” I said, shaking my head. “Kyriel is the one Duatha led to it, right? But you both decided that you should be the one to wear it because it matches your eyes?”

“You make it sound so trivial, darling,” Vin said. “Fashion is just as powerful and important as magic.”

She giggled when I sighed, then touched my arm.

“It’s also an Old God relic,” she reminded me. “The Dragon Princess can’t wear anything in public without it being heavily scrutinized. It’s a little ironic, but it’s easier for a Vaz Gorati priestess to get away with something illicit. No one interferes in our business.”

I chewed on my lower lip in thought. “At least we finally learned something useful about it. When we have the chance, I think we need to have Kyriel try to use it. Maybe something will happen.”

“Maybe she’ll have to start wearing green,” Vin said.

I laughed and gave her a kiss. “I’m going to head back to the castle. We’ll return to Tir Bereth first thing in the morning.”

“I should be able to wrap up everything here by then.”

“Good. Just remember, if you get in late again tonight, I’ll have to ask the Starmantles’ concubines to entertain me instead.”

Vin’s eyes flashed. “Oh, I’ll be there, darling, don’t worry. Those sluts can keep their hands to themselves.”

I smiled and kissed her again. “I’ll see you then.”


Interlude
Kyriel


Kyriel was a third of the way through Moliano’s 2nd Concerto when she made her first mistake. As always, she was surprised at how well playing music had focused her mind, but apparently her audience wasn’t impressed.

“You haven’t been practicing,” Malion said.

Kyriel’s fingers paused above the strings, the last chord she’d played hanging in the air. Her father was lying back on the long couch at the center of the room, his eyes closed and his hands folded over his chest in a meditative pose. She had assumed he’d fallen asleep.

“I’ve been a little busy,” she said.

“Holding the entire province together is no excuse for falling behind in your studies.”

Kyriel frowned. If anyone else had said those words, she would have assumed that they were joking. But Malion Starmantle was a grim and serious man, and there was no sign of humor on his face.

At least, not until he opened his eyes and smiled.

“An entire hour without a single missed note,” her father said. “And with near perfect rhythm.”

“Near perfect?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.

“You sped up during the fourth cadenza. Not much, but the vocals have always given you trouble.”

Kyriel snorted softly. “You used to say you liked my voice.”

“I love your voice,” Malion said, leaning up. “I’ve never heard a more beautiful sound. It’s why I wanted you to move to Encellien’s works—fewer instruments, more vocals.”

A wave of embarrassed heat flushed the princess’s cheeks. Compliments from the Dragon Father were a rare thing, especially for his daughter. She’d spent most of her childhood trying and failing to meet his impossible standards.

Before she could regain her voice, he stood and walked over to her.

“The acolytes said that you’re supposed to rest,” Kyriel scolded.

“The blood priestesses say many things,” her father muttered. “The wise learn to ignore most of it.”

He held out his hand. Kyriel set down her lyre and slid her fingers through his. In theory, her father had been weakened by his imprisonment; in practice, he seemed as strong and vital as ever as he helped her to her feet and pulled her into his arms.

“You don’t have to spend all day with me,” he said, kissing the top of her head. “Dragon Princesses have better things to do.”

“Like you said, I haven’t been practicing. And I didn’t trust you to listen to the healers and stay put unless someone was watching you.”

Malion chuckled. It was not a sound that she had heard often, especially not in the past few years. And when Kyriel leaned back and looked up at him, the smile on his face was equally surprising.

And just as wonderful to see.

Once, a while back, her mother had insisted that her father had been a charming and funny man. Kyriel hadn’t believed it. The man she’d grown up with had been practically immune to mirth, even when things had been going well. And the temperature in the room had always seemed to plummet whenever her parents were together.

Maybe things would go back to being that way again soon, it was impossible to know. But for now, at least, she was just happy to have her father back.

“I’m serious, you really don’t have to stay here with me all day,” Malion said. “I’m sure you have things you’d rather be doing.”

“You think I’d rather be attending court with my mother?”

“No, you’re far too smart for that, but there are plenty of other things you could be doing. I doubt your consort would have minded if you went with him to Karthuil, and the family would have been overjoyed to host you. It’s been a while.”

Kyriel shook her head. “I wasn’t about to leave the palace right after I got both my parents back. I belong here with the two of you.”

Malion smiled again, then took her arm and led her out onto his balcony. His room was similar in size and shape to hers, but his faced directly west toward the heart of the Wymshade Forest. They weren’t quite high enough to see the road, but she imagined it was filled with more and more soldiers coming to Tir Bereth.

“When I was riding the wyvern from the Crossroads, I kept wondering if I’d return and find my own coffin waiting for me,” Malion said. “Or that I might interrupt the funeral ceremony.”

“You might have, if things hadn’t been so chaotic around here,” Kyriel told him. “Everything has been happening so fast. This feels like the first afternoon in a month where I haven’t been scrambling around trying to fill every precious moment like a dustborn. It’s exhausting.”

“Our people do best when the world moves at a snail’s pace, but war is never that accommodating. It was the same during Lumos Bastrel’s rebellion. Every day, every hour…they were all so full.”

Her father leaned against the railing, the afternoon wind stirring his long white hair. “Frankly, I’m not sure our kind is fit to make good decisions when harried. We make mistakes that humans might not.”

Kyriel moved next to him. “Maybe you just haven’t met enough humans.”

He laughed. The sound was so rare she couldn’t help but join in.

“Well, I have met your consort,” he said after a moment, “and despite my initial impressions, Lord Farric is no fool. I was the one who was struggling to accept the truth even as it was laid bare in front of me. Now…now I fear that your mother may be doing the same.”

“What do you mean?”

Her father remained silent for several heartbeats, his eyes scanning the horizon. “That drow girl in the dungeon may have Bastrel blood, but she’s not the one who raised an army against her Sovereign. Your consort is right—we shouldn’t treat her as if she was.”

Kyriel blinked in surprise. “You really think so?”

Malion nodded, then slowly turned to look at her again. “Yes. So whatever scheme you’re concocting to break her out, I suggest you get on with it. You don’t need to stay here to placate me.”

The princess’s mouth fell open, and she swore her heart skipped several beats. Her first impulse was to deny it, but she was too stunned to actually speak the words.

“You don’t need to tell me the specifics,” he added. “Frankly, it’s better if I don’t know. Just do whatever you need to do. I will handle your mother when the time comes.”

It took Kyriel three attempts to finally respond.

“How…how did you know?”

“Because you are your mother’s daughter,” Malion said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “Once you’ve decided that something must be done, you do it. We couldn’t stop you from testing your theory about the Tirzak, and we can’t stop you from heading into the Underworld now.”

His smile widened. “We would also be fools to try, because when you do make a decision, it’s typically the right one whether anyone wants to admit it or not. Do you know why?”

She slowly shook her head.

“Because you are my daughter, too,” he said, then pulled her close.

Kyriel embraced him with all her might. She could feel the tears welling in her eyes and dripping onto his tunic.

“Now go,” Malion said, kissing the top of her head again. “Do what has to be done.”


5
Connection


As planned, Vinarys and I set out for Tir Bereth early the next morning. I was eager to find out what plans Kyriel had concocted while we were gone, as well as to confer with her about the Old God relics. But when we arrived at the palace around noon, I was immediately summoned to Tari Barad for a meeting with the province’s military leadership. I wasn’t surprised—a great deal had happened in the five days since the battle at Sunbreak Ridge, especially now that news of Sovereign Alessara’s recovery would have reached everywhere in Lostrien.

As I flew south to the tower where I’d been stationed before all this madness had swallowed my life, I found myself impressed by the speed at which our forces were growing. It wasn’t so long ago that Kyriel had feared we might lose the Great Houses altogether, but the tide seemed to have turned. It didn’t appear to matter that Rilas had effectively allowed us to win the last battle by sacrificing his troops; all people were talking about was the victory, and how the dustborn dragon had almost single-handedly wiped out an army of Tirzak. They didn’t know—or need to know—the more complicated truth.

“Lord Farric—excellent,” Vaeron Akathi said as I strode into the war room in the heart of the tower. “I never had the chance to personally thank you for your swift aid.”

I smiled, knowing it looked strange in my Wyrmidom form. “Defeating House Bastrel is a goal we all share. No thanks are necessary.”

His gold-flecked eyes glittered. Lord Akathi had medium height and build, but his voice was deep and cultured as if he were a much larger man. His dark gray plate armor bore the crest of his house, a stately leophon with a knight and lance on its back.

Legate Morovir, the Blue Legion commander, was also present, his laminar armor glimmering as if it had just been polished. Which, given his reputation, it probably had.

I waited for the throng of assistants who’d been swarming around the two men to scurry out of the chamber before I continued.

“Unfortunately, your lands are still in danger,” I said, moving to the map and tapping a draconic claw on the Wyvernwing Coast. “If Rilas sends his Tirzak north again, Vereksa is still exposed and difficult for us to reinforce.”

“Every day my men tighten our defenses, and the Veldrachi Rangers have begun setting traps and obstacles in the plains,” Akathi said. “We still wouldn’t be able to hold the city against a concerted attack, but we could make the bugs pay a hefty price. And with all the Great Houses finally united in Tir Bereth, the White Wyrm would be foolish to march north again and leave his flank exposed. The last war was decided at the Crossroads, and I believe that this one will be decided at Oro Sarn.”

“I’m inclined to agree,” Morovir put in. “Though it’s worth noting that there’s nothing stopping the enemy from launching smaller raids over the border. It’s what I would do in his position. Harassing our supply lines will hinder our movements. The winter months will greatly favor defenders, particularly in a fortress like Oro Sarn.”

“The cold will also favor a white dragon,” I agreed. “But autumn is still weeks away, and the Sovereign is determined to press an attack in the near future. I doubt there’s anything Rilas could do to delay us that long.”

The Legate nodded, then turned to Akathi. “After House Windsong’s demise, Sovereign Alessara has temporarily placed Lord Akathi in charge of all Skywatch forces. And with the Dragon Father’s return, he will likely be assuming command of the combined house infantry.”

“For the first time in a long while, the Great Houses of Lostrien have a common cause,” Akathi said, a wolfish smile on his lips. “The White Wyrm made a grave mistake in attacking the temple in Karthuil. Violating the temple of the Dragon Goddess and slaughtering her acolytes will rally the people in a way little else could.”

“I hope you’re right,” I said soberly. These two men might not have known that Rilas had stolen anything from the temple, let alone the exact nature of this shadow crystal. I saw no reason not to tell them what I knew, even if there wasn’t anything we could necessarily do to plan around it.

I spent the better part of the next hour explaining everything to them, including my concerns about an uprising in the Underworld. Their distaste for the drow was readily apparent, and a part of me wondered what they thought about the “scandal” of the potential dark elf wife that I’d brought home. I decided that it was best I didn’t know. Frankly, it wasn’t any of their business, and I had a feeling that the answer might make it more difficult for me to work with them in the future. Some things were best left unsaid.

The rest of the military situation was largely unchanged. There was little for anyone to do but continue training, scouting, and planning logistics while the various pieces moved around the board. Unfortunately, the stakes were much higher than the average game of Pawns and Princesses, and I couldn’t help but worry about what Rilas might be doing—or learning—while we waited. Back in the Garothi Peaks, his Tirzak disciples had been able to revive a few of their recently fallen soldiers, an impossible feat of magic for a normal sorcerer. But even that paled in comparison to Rilas raising thousands of his men in the Sunbreak Ridge…

I buried the thought after our meeting, then made my way back to the palace. Shortly after I arrived, Kyriel confirmed that she still intended to put her plan into motion that night. In fact, she seemed more determined than ever to take matters into her own hands, which I assumed meant that her mother’s position remained intractable when it came to Nirivi.

But whatever the case, the core pieces of her gambit remained unchanged: while Vinarys and I headed into the Sovereign’s Refuge beneath the palace, Kyriel would slip into the Pale and liberate Nirivi from the dungeon. The two of them would meet us underground, at which point we would follow the old tunnels into the forest just like Vin and I had done when we’d slipped out to “rescue” Kyriel from the Tirzak. The only difference was that this time, we wouldn’t need to hide a wyvern in the forest for us to take. I could transform and fly us to Peltharen’s Point and the secret entrance to the Underworld. By the time anyone realized we were gone, it would be too late for them to do anything about it.

Whether or not things would actually proceed that smoothly was a completely different question.

Several hours before Vinarys and I planned to leave, Liawen arrived in my chambers with dinner. The shanks of mutton smelled delicious, and my mouth watered in anticipation before she set down the plates. House Starmantle had treated me well, but Avetharri cuisine tended to be heavy on fruits and vegetables and light on meat. Lia had already learned to compensate.

I had expected a pleasant conversation followed by a sensual bath and perhaps a tumble on the bed before I left, but Lia had other plans. After I’d finished eating and leaned back to relax, she cleared the plates from the table then sat in my lap. My left hand instinctively cradled around her waist while my right slid across her smooth, slender faeyn legs.

“I finished this while you were away, my lord,” she said, setting a small piece of embroidered cloth on the table in front of me. “Do you like it?”

I smiled, my hand abandoning her thigh so I could touch the cloth. She had created the potential house crest that we’d discussed a few days ago, a blue shield with the golden dragon in the center. The subtle details were incredible, especially considering the small size. She had managed to make tiny horns, wings, and a puff of orange flame.

“It’s incredible,” I breathed. “You did this all yourself?”

Lia nodded. “Yes.”

“Well, it’s perfect.” I shook my head in wonder. “I didn’t know you could embroider. Is there anything you can’t do?”

She blushed. “A concubine needs to be useful to her dragon even when she is not satisfying his carnal desires. My training in the arts and crafts was quite extensive.”

“I’ll bet it was. And I’m sure you excelled at them all.”

“That is not true, my lord. I…I lack the gift for singing.”

I turned and looked into her brown eyes. “I find that hard to believe. Your voice is like music.”

Her blush intensified. “I am pleased that my lord thinks so, but Princess Kyriel is far more adept at song and dance than I.”

“Maybe,” I said, gesturing to the embroidery. “But I bet she couldn’t make this.”

Lia chuckled. “She could not. Avetharri nobles prefer to hone their skills on traditional art and music. My people are more…practical.”

I squeezed her waist. I had never really thought about it before, but she was right. Faeyn craftsmen were common across Lostrien. Blacksmiths, cobblers, fletchers, seamstresses, tanners…almost every profession that produced a physical good. There were some exceptions of course, particularly in high fashion where Avetharri tailors dominated, but in general the highborn produced culture rather than goods.

“And since you did not require my services in Karthuil,” Lia continued, “I wanted to find some other way to make myself useful.”

I frowned. “If you wanted to come, you should have said something.”

“My desires are unimportant when weighted against your duties. And I was confident that Priestess Vinarys would be able to satisfy your needs.”

I didn’t sense any jealousy in her tone, but it was difficult not to hear it regardless. I brushed my hands through her dark hair and pulled our mouths together. During the concubine bonding ritual, Lia had repeatedly told me that it was frowned upon for Wyrm Lords to kiss their concubines. Yet here we were, just over two weeks later, and she offered no resistance at all. There was a hint of desperation in her lips, as if a few short days apart was driving her mad.

I kept our faces close even after our mouths finally separated. “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you that your desires are important. If you want something, all you ever have to do is ask.”

“My lord is kind,” Lia whispered. “Though he seems unwilling or unable to understand the purpose of a concubine.”

“I understand it fine—I just don’t like it. This dragon wants partners, not servants. If you want something from me, please ask.”

Lia smiled, then raised her hand and caressed my cheek. “I want to go back to Ust Perya with you.”

I grimaced. “That’s not—”

“I know I can’t,” Lia added quickly. “It’s not the same as before. The civil war could have already started, and I am no warrior. It’s too dangerous.”

“Yes, it will be,” I said, relieved that she wasn’t going to argue the point. As much as I would have loved to have her along, a concubine’s place was in the bedroom, not on a battlefield. I didn’t want her anywhere near the fighting.

“Besides, there is more I need to do here,” she whispered as she glanced at the embroidery. “I will start work on a banner. Priestess Vinarys also wanted me to check with the Temple of Zinshasa for extra supplies.”

“Supplies?” I asked, wondering what we needed from the courtesans of the elven sex goddess.

“For the marriage rituals,” Lia said. “As you know, vatari is in critically short supply, and there hasn’t been a male Wyrm Lord in Lostrien for decades. But the acolytes should be able to get us what we need so that you can brand your crest onto the bellies of your wives.”

“Ah. I didn’t realize that would be a problem.”

“Neither did Priestess Vinarys until she made the proper inquiries.” Lia paused, then feathered the fingers of her left hand through my hair. “There are two things I would like before you leave.”

“Name them,” I said.

She swallowed. “First, I ask that you please take care of Nirivi. If I had never brought her to your attention, she would have been safe at the Zinshasan Temple. She never would have been caught up in all of this.”

“And then Sovereign Alessara would be dead because we never would have gotten our hands on the blood potion.”

“But the White Wyrm may never have learned about the shadow crystal in Karthuil. The priestesses might still be alive and—”

“Or he would have found it and been able to conquer Ust Perya without us even knowing it was a possibility,” I interrupted. “There’s no way to know, and it’s foolish to worry about such eventualities.”

Lia looked as if she might say something else, but then she simply nodded in agreement and glanced away. I gently touched her chin and turned her head back to face me.

“We’ll keep her safe,” I promised. “Though I admit, I still don’t quite understand why you care about her so much.”

“I told you before, she helped me learn things about myself I never would have known. She was an excellent teacher.”

“And that’s really it?”

Lia swallowed. “She…she was also a friend. I’m not certain I’d ever had one before.”

“What do you mean? You said you’ve known Kyriel and Vin since you were all girls.”

“Yes, and I love them both. But…” Lia nibbled at her lip as she searched for the words. “In the palace, I am a servant. Princess Kyriel is kind and gentle, and I am beyond fortunate that she chose me as her quarnís. But that is not the same as having a friend. An equal.”

“Hmm,” I mused, thinking about the similarities in my military career. I wondered if Arindur and I would have still been friends if he’d been my superior in the Legion rather than a fellow soldier. At the very least, it would have been different.

“The fact that we will soon be able to share you is exciting,” Lia said, her smile returning. “She might not admit it, but I’ve no doubt that she is looking forward to it as well.”

“Maybe, though I imagine she has a lot on her mind at the moment.” I paused. “All right, what’s the second thing you wanted?”

She leaned forward until her lips were nearly touching mine. “To taste my dragon.”

Her kiss was warm and soft, wet and slow. Her fingers prowled down the sides of my chest, the tips tracing over the contours of my ribs and muscles. Whether it was her concubine training or pure intuition, Lia always knew exactly how, where, and when to touch me. I had discovered that the first time I’d met her in the bathing pool before the Tasting.

Her lips trailed south behind her fingers, drifting from my lips to my chin to my chest. She deactivated my glamour stone with a kiss rather than a touch, which brought a smile to both our faces. I closed my eyes and relaxed, enjoying every moment of her slow, methodical tease as she worked her way toward her ultimate destination. My manhood was throbbing and ready long before she finally slipped off my lap and dropped to her knees, and when my eyes reopened, they were greeted by the sight of her looking up at me, her soft tongue trailing across the length of my shaft while her fingers began gently massaging my testicles.

I could have let her continue. My cock was begging for me to let her continue. We had more than enough time for me to pump a load down her throat, then carry her to the bed and pump a second one deep inside her tight faeyn cunt. But I was hungry too, and I greatly preferred having our meals together.

“Wait,” I said a split second before she took me into her mouth.

Lia paused expectantly, lips still open.

“Stand up,” I ordered. “All the way.”

Vin would have pouted at the interruption. Kyriel never would have been on her knees in the first place. But Lia…Lia immediately bounced back to her feet and waited attentively for my next command.

This is exactly what she’s wanted from the beginning, I thought, smiling inwardly. To be told what to do, and to obey her dragon without question.

“Now,” I said, keeping my voice firm, “take off your top.”

Once again, Lia didn’t hesitate. She reached up and unfastened her bandeau, revealing her pert breasts and confirming my suspicions—she was every bit as aroused as I was right now, possibly more. Her breaths were heavy, and her nipples were hard and practically begging to be licked and pinched.

“Skirt.”

With a quick, precise movement, she pushed her olive skirt and panties from her slender hips. Her bald quim glistened in anticipation of sheathing her dragon’s stem and being flooded with his hot seed. I sat motionless for a long moment, admiring her eternally young flesh, my cock twitching while her body visibly quivered. Her brown eyes never left me, as if I were her entire world.

As if she were grateful that I was her entire world.

Slowly, deliberating, I brought myself to my feet. I stepped directly in front of her, hands hovering over her breasts but not quite touching them. I swore her nipples grew toward my palms like saplings yearning for sunlight.

“Are you ready to serve?” I asked, voice low.

“Always, my lord,” Lia breathed.

“Any way I desire?”

“Every way you desire.”

“Good,” I said, reaching out and brushing the tip of her pointed ear. “Because you aren’t the only one who wants a taste.”

With lightning speed, I grabbed her by the sides and lifted her off the floor. Lia inhaled sharply, then held her breath in anticipation of what I might do with her taut, eager body. I held her upright for several seconds, but she didn’t move or panic. She just waited, eager and obedient, for her dragon to devour her.

So I did. After lifting her up another few inches, I abruptly flipped her upside down so her feet were in the air and her brown hair was spilling across the floor. Then, without giving her the chance to adjust, I pulled her quim to my lips and ran my tongue along her moist, glistening slit.

Lia didn’t merely cry out; she actually screamed in surprise and delight. I spun my own body around as I ate, all the while treating hers like a ragdoll. She was so light I could keep this up forever without igniting my dragon blood.

Yet even with my tongue burrowing into her quim, Lia didn’t relent on her own duties. Her hands found purchase on the back of my legs, and our natural height difference combined with the fact I’d effectively folded her around me meant that her mouth was level with my cock. It wasn’t long before the moist, velvety heat of her throat enveloped me, drawing a moan from my cunt-filled mouth.

She wasn’t content with casual licking or sucking, either. She tightened her grip on the back of my thighs, yanking herself closer so she could wedge my entire length down her throat. And even though I had already burst in her mouth more times than I could count, the sensation of sliding into her from this angle was so different, so intense, that I almost painted her tonsils before I made her finish.

Almost.

Refusing to be defeated so easily, I doubled my efforts by lashing her clit with my tongue and squeezing her sides to pull her more tightly against me. Her upside down thighs clamped my face tighter, and I could feel the subtle tremors of a building climax shuddering through her. But Lia didn’t want to concede the game either; she began bouncing up and down on my cock, effectively fucking her own throat. Her muffled moans and wet slurps swirled together in a sonorous symphony.

But she still broke first. Her lithe body seized up so tightly that her thighs nearly suffocated me. She whimpered and squealed around my dragon cock as if it were a gag, and I had no doubt that her feet and toes were curling in the air above my head. My lips and tongue, already awash in her carnal nectar, continued feasting through her release.

Once Lia came down, I decided it was finally time to give her the reward she’d been looking for. Carrying her to the bed, making sure that my cock stayed in the warm heat of her mouth, I leaned forward enough to drop her legs and torso on the mattress. Her head hung over the edge, and her hair spilled over the sheets while her throat still bulged from my cock. I slid my hands along the back of her silky smooth thighs, then gave them a firm smack as I pushed my manhood deeper.

Her gurgles sounded frantic, desperate, but I knew better. She was a trained Imperial concubine, eager and willing to serve her dragon in any way he desired. Her hands rediscovered the grip on my thighs and she squeezed to tell me that her mouth was ready to be my cunt.

I gently pulled back, my shaft glistening with her saliva as I retreated all the way to the tip before pushing back into her again. My angle of attack felt completely different than when she was on her knees; it was tighter, more restrictive, as if I was forcibly taking something rather than having it given to me. But as Lia had explained to me many times, that was the purpose of a dragon’s concubine, to sate his most primal and bestial desires in a way his wives never could.

I continued slowly for a few more thrusts, allowing her to acclimate while my hands roamed from her thighs to her belly to her tits. Her toes curled again when I pinched her nipples, and her gurgles became moans. I increased my pace, my cock sliding in and out of her mouth and my testicles slapping her nose. The sight of her so vulnerable yet so content, so overwhelmed yet so beautiful, sent me careening back toward the abyss. I picked up the pace, ramming my thick cock down her clutching throat over and over and over…

“Oh!” I cried out, squeezing her tits and hilting myself one last time as I pumped my load over and past her tonsils. Lia’s hands squeezed my thigh, and I could feel her swallowing as quickly as possible to stay ahead of the unstoppable deluge she had set free.

I kept myself hilted inside her for several moments after I’d spent, still enjoying her moist heat and soft slurps. She gasped for breath when I finally pulled free, but the smile that followed was the brightest and happiest I’d ever seen. It didn’t matter that her cheeks were flushed or that her makeup was smeared, she had tasted her dragon just like she’d wanted.

And she was going to taste a lot more before I was through with her.

“Get on the bed and flip over,” I told her, voice firm even as I laid a gentle hand on her cheek. “I’m not done with you yet.”


Interlude
Rilas


According to the Imperial Archivists in Tir Lanathel, the Aether was the blood of the Old Gods spilled upon the world when the Avetharri rose up against them. Rilas Bastrel had always been amused by the thought of a supposedly divine being bleeding out like a stuck pig, and the mental image only grew more ridiculous when he envisioned his ancestors slurping up the power of the gods like drunkards fighting over an open spout.

The Vaz Gorati had added many layers to this mythos over time, including how the Dragon Goddess Lahara had somehow sanctified this power. The Aether had become more than spilled godsblood; it was now also a destination for the departed souls of dead dragons and all the Avetharri who had served them as the goddess demanded.

It was all self-serving tripe, of course, but Rilas couldn’t deny that it made for a good story. Personally, he enjoyed the various addendums the Archivists had added over time, particularly the ones who claimed that despite Lahara’s sanctification, the death god Abalor had still found a way to warp and twist her sacred gift. Rather than allow himself to be imprisoned like the rest of his foul kin, he had somehow sacrificed himself and poisoned the source of magic in the process. The Flensing was his parting gift to the Avetharri who had betrayed him, if only to make them suffer a little for what they had done to their divine betters.

That version of Abalor, the so-called “Infinite God,” meshed well enough with what Nisanya had claimed about her patron. A deity who had once ruled over death and time itself had become an avatar of pure spite seeking to punish mortals. It seemed like a rather limited existence, but apparently even dead gods needed something to do with their time.

“How will you try to corrupt me?” he asked, his deep draconic voice echoing throughout the huge empty chamber surrounding him. “That’s what your kind does, isn’t it? You can’t hope to defeat us on your own, so you and your pathetic servants try to turn us against each other.”

The Eye of Abalor—the shadow crystal he had liberated from the Vaz Gorati—remained silent. It glowed softly upon the flat pedestal where he had placed it, its hue shifting from green to violet and back again. The gemstone was undeniably beautiful, and the power radiating off it was truly immense.

Yet the more Rilas looked upon it, the more he wondered why his father had only unlocked a small portion of its secrets. Surely Lumos hadn’t been too dull to figure it out, especially since the crystal seemed eager to share its wisdom.

“Was he worried about what you might do to him?” Rilas asked the stone. “Or did you try to hide revelations from him that you willingly share with me?”

The crystal continued glowing silently, yet Rilas swore he could feel it beckoning him closer. The last time he had communed with it, he had raised an entire army of Tirzak from the dead. What dark secrets would it offer this time?

Stretching his long white neck, he looked around the chamber. No one had come down here in a long time, at least according to his seneschal, Oroneth. Once, before the Blood Drought, the dragons of House Windsong had used this cavern within Oro Sarn as their personal retreat. Every Great House in Lostrien had such a place, supposedly even the palace in Tir Bereth, but few had seen use in centuries. It was yet another way that Rilas could renew their dying province. The dragon children he’d have with Princess Kyriel would have so many forgotten places and traditions to reclaim once they came of age. It was like discovering a lost civilization in the courtyard of your own castle.

For now, though, this chamber seemed like the best place to keep the Eye of Abalor until he was ready to use it again. Distantly, he wondered what would have happened to him had he taken Nisanya’s suggestion and kept it with him at all times. Would he have lost sight of his goal to restore Lostrien and the Empire with it? Would he have become a Godsworn puppet like he feared?

Rilas didn’t know what other secrets the crystal held, but he didn’t feel the need to learn more right now anyway. His plans were proceeding apace. The Great Houses were fractured, the Blue Legion was no match for his disciples, and his potential alliance with the drow could open up an entirely new front in this war. His only real impediments were the wardstones in Tir Bereth. He couldn’t liberate his princess from the claws of the dustborn dragon just yet, but Kyriel wouldn’t stay near them forever.

He remained in the chamber studying the crystal for a good while before he heard a series of clacks and chitters echoing from inside the tunnel that led down into the Windsong Retreat. The clutch mothers had been attempting to get his attention for some time now, but he had ignored them. Sometimes it was best to make your servants wait.

He turned his body around to face the tunnel before they arrived, wondering if he should discipline them for following him in here. But the swarm was growing increasingly nervous about the losses they had suffered, and killing one of their leaders wouldn’t help matters.

“Master!”

The three Tirzak females all seemed to speak in the same voice as they entered, their small wings fluttering anxiously behind their scrawny, mantis-like bodies. Their vocal cords struggled to form Elvish words, but the clutch mothers had gotten better at it than most.

“What is it?” he asked, trying not to growl. He wondered if the Tirzak could even tell the difference.

The three females chittered excitedly as they knelt before him. They spoke in broken syllables and fragments, each vocalizing a different part of each word as if they were each a different musical instrument attempting to contribute to the same symphony. His eyes narrowed in frustration as he tried to process their insectoid gibberish. He could understand them well enough most of the time, but not when they were this frantic. It would have been so much easier to communicate with them through their connection to his Godsoul whenever possible…

So that was what he did.

[Tell me,] he demanded, forcing his voice into their minds.

[Clutch weeps! Children lost! Souls unsheltered!]

Even filtered through their bond, it still took him a moment to realize what they were on about. But then he saw the images in their mind: the attack of the golden wyrm, the devastation in the hills, the deaths of thousands of their clutch-children…

And then many of those same children rising to walk again after Rilas had called forth spirits of the Pale to possess their broken bodies.

He hadn’t expected the Clutch Mothers to learn about his new powers just yet. Nearly the entire force he’d committed to the Sunbreak Hills had been annihilated, and none of the survivors had been present when he had used his new powers to repurpose the dead. But he should have known that they’d learn the truth sooner rather than later. While he had already sent his risen soldiers into the depths of the Underworld, his Tirzak scouts would have combed through the hills and realized that many of the corpses were gone. The only ones left behind been too damaged to serve as a proper host.

[The children,] the mothers chanted. [The children must return to the earth!]

[They will…in a way,] Rilas told them. [I have granted them a rare gift. Your sons will have the privilege of fighting and dying for their glorious god twice.]

He could feel their confusion and trepidation. They didn’t understand what he meant, and he wasn’t sure they ever would. But their comprehension wasn’t necessary, only their obedience.

[The time has come for us to go on the offensive,] Rilas told them. [The enemy remains scattered, but they are attempting to gather their forces. Your warriors will begin striking in small groups wherever the opportunity arises. We need only to keep them off-balance long enough for our new allies to join us.]

The clutch mothers began chittering anxiously, concerned at the prospect of new allies. But Rilas silenced them with a puff of hot air from his nostrils.

[I must leave shortly, but I will return soon,] he said. [Trust in the wisdom of your Dragon God, and all shall be made clear.]


6
Kyriel’s Gambit


At midnight, we set Kyriel’s plan into motion. Liawen made it a point to bathe me beforehand, for which I was incredibly grateful. Not for the conventional reason that it was always enjoyable having the hands of a beautiful woman caressing your body, but because I had spilled inside her so hard that I might have fallen asleep if she hadn’t been there to keep track of time.

My sword, belt, and supply pack had been readied beforehand, and as I threw them over my otherwise naked body, I couldn’t help but chuckle at how the glamour stone had practically transformed me into a mountain barbarian. One of these days I would probably stop thinking about it altogether, but not yet.

After giving Lia a long, sensual kiss, I left my chambers and set out. With the threat of Rilas’s Palewalking on everyone’s mind, the Wyrmguard wouldn’t accept me walking around the palace alone at night outside the range of the wardstones, but we had come up with a plan for that contingency. When Vinarys met me in the corridor, she used her charm magic to cloud the poor man’s mind long enough for us to slip away. And once we were alone, she led me back down into the bowels of the palace.

We had used this exact same strategy to escape the palace and go after Kyriel in the Goriath Mountains. Though back then, I hadn’t met the princess, let alone spent countless nights making love to her. I hadn’t even been sure that I was a dragon yet. It had been less than a month ago, yet it felt like a different lifetime…

It didn’t take us long to reach the “Sovereign’s Retreat,” the massive cavern beneath the palace which the Wyrm Lords of Lostrien had once used as a private refuge away from the eyes of the public and the royal court. The first time that Vin had taken me down here, I had been utterly humbled by the size and scale of a cavern large enough to comfortably accommodate multiple dragons. But now that I had visited Ust Perya, the Retreat seemed small and cozy by comparison.

Once Vin and I were alone in the darkness, there was nothing to do but activate the small glowstone we’d brought with us and then wait for the princess. I was perfectly content to sit and relax in silence, but my partner insisted she could magically accelerate the passage of time for both of us if I allowed her to get on her knees. It was a tempting offer, though I suspected her real motivation was to ensure that the first thing Nirivi saw when she arrived was my cock buried in the throat of my soon-to-be First Wife.

I ended up forcing Vin to stay upright despite her pouty protests, and she spent most of the time fussing over her red leather armor. She seemed uncomfortable wearing anything other than her Vaz Gorati robes or my seed, but neither were appropriate attire for the Underworld. While I naturally planned to protect her as best I could, the extra protection couldn’t hurt.

Fortunately, we didn’t have to wait long for the rendezvous. Kyriel and Nirivi appeared quite literally out of thin air in the cavern, the former clad in her own leather armor and the latter still wearing her black dress. The princess’s vatari tattoos glowed green with Pale corruption, and Nirivi was shivering as if she had just spent an hour outside in the dead of winter.

“There you are, darling,” Vinarys breathed, rushing over to the princess. “I feared you might have encountered trouble.”

“No trouble,” Kyriel said, shaking her head and setting down the heavy-looking bag she was carrying. “It just took a little longer than I’d hoped.”

I moved over to Nirivi. Her gray drow skin had turned as pale as a highborn, and she had a deeply haunted look on her face. I imagined everyone did after they entered the shadow realm for the first time.

“Are you all right?” I asked, putting my hand on her arm. Despite her shivers, her skin wasn’t cool to the touch. Kyriel had said that the chill of the shadow realm was far more dangerous than freezing air. It siphoned away a person’s very lifeforce, not merely their inner heat.

“I…yes,” Nirivi managed. “I never imagined that the Barra Phreng was so empty.”

“Except for all the demons,” Vin said, placing one hand on Kyriel’s markings while the other grasped her amulet. “Did they harass you the whole time?”

The princess shook her head. “Surprisingly, no. But I could still feel them watching us.”

The dark emerald around Vin’s neck began to glow softly, and Kyriel’s tattoos soon shifted from a haunting green to their normal vatari blue. I watched the amulet carefully, pondering everything that Vin and I had discovered about it. Hopefully we’d have time on this trip for Kyriel to try to use it. Whatever it took to unlock the relic’s secrets.

“Can you do anything for her?” I asked Vin.

“I do not require aid,” Nirivi replied with a shake of her head. “The chill is fading.”

I wasn’t sure if I believed her or not, but I didn’t press the issue. Perhaps later, once we reached Peltharen’s Point, Vin could use her blood magic to see if there was any lasting damage.

“The shadow knights never speak of the cold when they breach the walls of the Barra Phreng,” Nirivi said. “Though they only pierce the Veil for a few moments. They may never experience the chill.”

“It’s one thing to move a small distance; it’s quite another to walk as far as we did,” Kyriel said, stretching out her arm once Vin had finished draining the dark energy out of her markings. “No sorcerers have had this power for a long time. At least, not according to the Vaz Gorati.”

“Hm,” Nirivi murmured. She swept her ruby gaze around the cavern for the first time. Her drow eyes could see much farther and clearer in the dark than the rest of us. “What is this place?”

“The Sovereign’s Retreat,” Kyriel said, “A place for all the dragons in the province to come and commiserate. It hasn’t seen use in centuries, not since there were a dozen dragons in Lostrien. Another casualty of the Blood Drought.”

“Supposedly, there used to be a passage to Ust Perya from here,” I added. “But it collapsed a long time ago.”

Nirivi nodded slowly. “Yes, my mother spoke of it before. She thought our spies should be making use of it.”

“Were they?” Vin asked, not bothering to hide the accusatory tone in her voice.

“Not that I am aware of, abbil,” the drow replied. “It hardly seemed worth the effort, since I was already living in your city.”

“Inside the Temple of Zinshasa where the acolytes service the most powerful men in Lostrien—men who probably spill their secrets as readily as their seed.” Vin planted her hands on her hips. “How many of those secrets did they share with you? And how many did you share with—”

“Enough,” Kyriel said, putting a warning hand on the priestess’s shoulder. “We need to get moving before anyone figures out what’s going on, otherwise the Skywatch will be on high alert.”

I glanced between Vin and Nirivi, hoping there wouldn’t be a problem between them. Kyriel may have come around on our drow guest, but Vin hadn’t.

“Right,” I agreed, “Let’s go.”

“She will need to change first,” Kyriel said, pointing to the bag she’d set down. “The Underworld doesn’t seem like a great place for a dress and stilettos.”

“Normally, it’s the best place for them,” Nirivi replied as she crouched down and retrieved her adamantine chain hauberk and skirt. “Though perhaps not in the middle of a house uprising.”

I turned away while she changed and gave Kyriel’s glowing arm a gentle squeeze. “So you didn’t have any trouble?”

“The trouble will come when we get back,” she said. “Maybe mother will get so angry it will single-handedly allow her to transform into a full dragon again.”

I smiled tightly. “I’m sure your father will be just as upset.”

“Actually, I don’t think he will. When I was with him yesterday, he told me to go through with whatever I was planning.”

I blinked in surprise. “What?”

“Trust me, I was as surprised as you are. I don’t quite understand it, but…well, I’m glad he also seems to realize that mother is being irrational.”

Kyriel drew in a deep breath, and I could see the tension in her face and muscles. The emotional tidal wave of the last few days was clearly taking a toll on her, but she looked determined to see this through regardless.

On impulse, I leaned down and gave her a kiss. She returned it eagerly, then smiled up at me once our lips parted.

“Come on,” she said. “Let’s get moving.”

Our walk through the spacious cavern seemed like a prelude to our forthcoming trip back to Ust Perya, just without the glow of luminescent flora or the persistent threat of danger. The glowstone lit our way, as did Kyriel’s blue tattoos until they finally faded. The girls mostly stayed quiet, though I kept a loose eye on Nirivi to ensure she was recovering from her exposure to the Pale. She seemed more or less fine by the time we emerged from the tunnel.

The Wyrmshade Forest was almost as dark as the cavern had been, save for the scattered beams of moonlight filtering in through the nearly impenetrable canopy. Last time, Vin had arranged it so that her wyvern, Tavagros, would be waiting for us nearby, and we had flown him all the way out to the Goriath Peaks. Today, thankfully, we didn’t need a ride.

I searched the underbrush for a spot with the most space between the oaks, then closed my eyes and concentrated. The shapeshifting process which once had been so difficult for me was practically second nature by now. My dragon blood had been enkindled, and there was no extinguishing the flames.

The flight to Peltharen’s Point proved quick, easy, and relaxing. Bringing a saddle hadn’t been an option, obviously, but the girls were able to hold onto my back—and each other—well enough as long as I didn’t ascend too high or attempt any crazy maneuvers. I allowed the light of the moon to guide me, and as the cool nighttime air passed over my scales, I thought about how wonderfully soothing this would be if not for the threat of war and destruction to the east. Once this was all over, I planned to fly from one end of Lostrien to the other in a single night, preferably with Kyriel, Lia, and all my wives in the saddle to enjoy the view with me.

I remained in my full dragon form for a few minutes after we reached the concealed entrance to the Underworld, just in case the drow had sent someone to ambush us. But once we’d confirmed that everything was clear, I reverted into Wyrmidon form and led the way back into the Great Dark.

Our previous descent had been harrowing, and I couldn’t decide if this one was likely to be better or worse. On the one hand, I knew the terrain better than the last time, and having Vin’s magic and Kyriel’s bow meant that we should be able to handle anything the shadows threw at us. But on the other hand, I was more fatigued than before since it was technically the middle of the night, and we had no idea what was happening in Ust Perya right now.

The ongoing assumption was that Sulestra had struck a bargain with Rilas, but we didn’t know that for certain. We also didn’t know what the bargain involved or what Nirivi’s sister intended to do. This journey of ours was as much about scouting and reconnaissance as anything else. We could easily find ourselves walking into the middle of a bloody civil war…or nothing. Perhaps we would show up at the city gates and receive a warm welcome from everyone. Anything was possible.

Having been through these passages twice now, I didn’t need to rely on Nirivi as much to navigate. I more or less knew which turns to take, and we made good time reaching the first of the huge, open caverns. Kyriel and Vin, both newcomers to the Dark, went wide-eyed in wonder at the sight of the luminescent flora scattered across the walls. The space was so open and vast it was like staring up at the night sky, only with distant twinkling mushrooms instead of stars.

Vin complained a great deal as we continued—about the smell, the oppressive darkness, the constant feeling of being watched. None of it was unexpected, nor were Kyriel’s demands that she stay quiet. The priestess was anxious, and the fact that we hadn’t reactivated the glowstone or any other light source obviously wasn’t helping.

Nirivi, for her part, mostly seemed distracted. She had no idea what was happening in Ust Perya either, and her stakes were far more personal.

“You know, you should really let Sol take the lead,” Vinarys told the drow when we were about halfway through the first massive cavern.

Nirivi was only walking a few steps ahead of me, her red eyes prowling the darkness in search of threats. Vin and Kyriel were close behind me, the latter tightly clutching her bow.

“And why is that, abbil?” the Pain Maiden asked, her dark voice low and quiet.

“Because he’s a dragon,” Vin said. “And that means he’s in charge.”

“Really? And here I thought we were traveling with the Dragon Princess.”

“I mean he’s in charge of you. I wouldn’t want you to forget that.”

I groaned. I had wondered if and when Vin would decide to pick a fight. Apparently that time was now, while we were all in the middle of a huge cavern.

“Ah, of course,” Nirivi replied, her stride unbroken. “I apologize, abbil. I had forgotten that darthiir females prefer it when their males make decisions for them.”

“Sol isn’t just a male,” Vin said. “The divine blood of Lahara flows through his veins.”

“Nirivi can see farther in the dark than any of us can,” I said, putting a hand on the priestess’s shoulder. “It makes sense for her to—”

“He deserves your respect,” Vin went on as if I hadn’t said anything. “Especially considering all he’s done for you.”

“Lord Farric has my respect.”

“Then show it by allowing him to lead.”

Nirivi came to an abrupt halt. “Would you truly prefer it if I was walking behind you with my blade pointed at your back?”

Vin’s lip twitched. “On second thought, you should keep walking. Maybe go even farther ahead of us so that the monsters will eat you first.”

“Enough!” Kyriel growled, her brow creased in annoyance as she glared at Vin. “We don’t have time for this nonsense. We’re in the bloody Underworld, in case you’ve forgotten. Noise will attract attention, and that’s the last thing we want.”

“Her Highness is right,” Nirivi said, an amused smile on her lips. “Many horrors await in the Izznarg Har’ol. It would be best for us to avoid waking them.”

“You’re one to talk, Dagger Heels,” Vin said, pointing at Nirivi’s leather traveling boots. “I can hear your footsteps thundering through the cave!”

Nirivi snorted in amusement. “My feet are silent within the Great Dark. The same cannot be said for yours.”

I put a golden claw in front of Vin’s face before she could reply.

“If you want the responsibility of being First Wife, you need to start acting like it,” I scolded her.

Vin’s eyes widened in horror. “But she—”

“And as for you,” I went on, turning to Nirivi. “Stop taking the bait. We’re all on the same side here, remember?”

“How could I forget?” the drow replied dryly, her eyes looking Vin up and down. “A Vaz Gorati blood witch and a drow Pain Maiden…I can scarcely imagine more natural allies.”

I sighed, but before I could scold them again, I noticed that Kyriel had gone silent. The princess was looking suspiciously around the vast cavern, her bow half raised in front of her. I could feel the limbs pulsing with Aetheric energy, as if awaiting the order to conjure a magical bowstring and arrow.

“We’ve already attracted attention,” Kyriel said, voice low. “There’s something out there.”

Gritting my teeth, I reinforced the Aetheric armor I had projected over Vin when we’d entered, then glanced at Nirivi. “More of those hooked horrors we battled the first time?”

“No,” Niviri said, shaking her head and her long white hair with it. “Chitters, not clacks…and many legs rather than few.”

When I concentrated, my heightened draconic senses confirmed her description. The chittering sounds weren’t particularly close at the moment, but they hadn’t been there before.

“I don’t understand,” Vin breathed. “What’s happening?”

She pressed herself into my back. I hadn’t realized that she was trembling until our bodies made contact; fear had driven her to lash out in the first place.

“Spiders,” Nirivi said, her hand resting on the pommel of the slender rapier on her belt. “The eyes of Ust Perya are upon us.”

“Is that good or bad?” I asked.

“That depends if my mother is still in charge. If not, my sister may have deployed her loyalists to guard the entrances to the city and watch the caverns.”

“Then I might as well give them something to look at,” I said, unfastening my belt and handing it and my scabbard to Vin. “Maybe they’ll think twice before attacking a dragon.”

I grit my teeth, preparing to ignite my dragon blood, but Nirivi put her hand on my arm.

“That’s not a good idea,” she warned. “Many sections of the cavern floor won’t hold your weight, and flying isn’t feasible. Between the stalactites and webs, you’ll end up stuck or impaled…or bring half the cavern down around us.”

I looked upward into the darkness. She was right about flying—the cavern was huge, but the sheer number of stalactites and other rocky outcroppings would make it impossible to maneuver, let alone soar for any distance. And as for the cavern floor…well, she probably had a point there as well. The ground had never seemed particularly unsteady while I’d been in my Wyrmidon form, but my size and weight would both dramatically increase as a full golden wyrm. I also recalled quite a few narrower spaces that simply wouldn’t be traversable without breaking something.

“Then everyone stay close,” I said, reattaching my belt and conjuring an Aetheric shield over my arm. I might regret using the extra power if the Flensing caught up to me before we arrived, but I knew I’d regret it even more if we were caught unprepared by the drow.

“I’ll take rearguard,” Kyriel said, still holding her bow. “Let’s keep moving.”

I continued forward, still wishing I could transform into a full wyrm and shield them all beneath my wings. The distant noises grew louder as we crossed through the midway point of the huge cavern, then stopped altogether when we were about an hour from exiting into the smaller tunnels again. Nirivi suggested it meant the drow had either stopped tracking us or were preparing to ambush us, which didn’t help whatsoever. I just did my best to stay vigilant until she broke the silence.

“There are several large stalagmites ahead and to the right,” she said. “Continue in that direction, do not make any sudden moves until you are close. Once you are, I suggest you take cover.”

I frowned and squinted, but even my draconic eyes couldn’t see that far without a light source. I couldn’t hear anything either, but I trusted our guide. She was the one who had grown up down here.

“What’s going on?” I asked as quietly as I could while I began drifting in the direction she indicated.

“They are close,” Nirivi said. “They know they can remain outside the range of your vision, but I’ve caught glimmers of movement.”

“Are they allies or enemies?”

“We will know soon enough.”

I continued forward like she said, making sure not to move so quickly I provoked an ambush before we were ready. A few moments later, I saw the stalagmites she’d mentioned—they were larger than trees and just as tall, so the girls should have been able to use them as cover. Unless the enemy circled around and flanked us, of course, which would be incredibly easy to do considering we couldn’t actually see them.

Nirivi drifted away from us several yards as we moved, which made me nervous. I wouldn’t be able to protect her from this distance, though her adamantine hauberk was admittedly more durable than any Aetheric armor I could conjure. And it wasn’t as if she was helpless—she seemed as adept with her frost magic as I was with my earth magic.

Once we reached the stalagmites, I signaled for Vin and Kyriel to take cover. I did as well, my hand on my sword and my mind ready to conjure an Aetheric shield at an instant’s notice.

“Kaas dosstanen!” Nirivi shouted as she came to a halt. “A quarth—”

She never finished the sentence. A score of distant clicks sounded in the darkness, heralding a barrage of incoming crossbow bolts.

But Nirivi was ready. Just before the bolts rained down on us, a ten foot tall, forty foot long wall of ice materialized directly in front of her and the rest of us. Most of the incoming quarrels deflected harmlessly off the frozen barricade, and those that punched through lost nearly all their momentum. With little more than a thought and a flick of her wrist, she had given us respectable cover from our unseen enemy.

At least, for the moment.

“Get down!” I warned the others.

Vinarys didn’t need to be told twice—she immediately flattened herself against the stalagmite, her arms reflexively raising and covering her head. Kyriel took the opposite approach. Rather than hiding, she finally conjured an arrow for her bow. Purple tendrils of energy swirled angrily around its wooden limbs, and her tattoos began to glow blue again.

She launched a glimmering arrow into the darkness which exploded into a burst of green Palefire a heartbeat later. The flash lasted just long enough to illuminate their positions.

It was as bad as I’d feared. I spotted twelve marksmen out there, and they had excellent cover within a forest-like maze of stalagmites. The only good news was that the arrow’s explosion managed to catch one of the drow, whose screams of pain were as much of a beacon to me as the light.

I charged forward, conjuring and raising my Aetheric shield as I moved. Between it and my draconic scales, I was confident I could endure their second barrage—confidence that was further bolstered when I spotted one of the bolts on the ground near my feet. They were sharp and well made, but I could tell that they were made of steel, not adamantine. Even the drow weren’t willing to waste their precious dark metal on ammunition, certainly not on what were likely rank-and-file warriors.

Kyriel launched another arrow at the enemy while I moved, and the second blast of Palefire engulfed another of the drow, dissolving his flesh with necrotic energy rather than immolating it like regular fire. The flash of light illuminated the enemy positions again, but I no longer needed the help—I was close enough that my draconic vision could make out the individual warriors. I could see most of their faces as well, including the twisted looks of horror when they realized a golden Wyrmidon was about to cut them all in half.

One of them died while he was still frantically trying to reload his crossbow. My sword slashed his throat clean open, spraying one of the stalagmites with blood. His closest ally managed to draw a blade, but I never learned how well he could use it. An icy dagger whistled past my shoulder and went right through his head before he could swing.

I hoped that Nirivi had gotten herself into cover by now, but I didn’t have time to look back and check while I was standing in the ranks of the enemy. They were so scattered amongst the stalagmites that it would have been difficult to hunt them all down individually, so I opted for a different strategy. Sucking in a deep breath, I spewed a cone of draconic flame instead.

Their cover was too deep for me to hit them all, but I caught at least three in the initial blast, melting their gray flesh and leaving nothing behind but charred leather hauberks and blackened bones. The light from the flames was more than enough to reveal the survivors to Kyriel, who took out several others with a quick series of Palefire arrows. A barrage of lethally accurate icy daggers took out the rest.

But the drow weren’t finished.

“Above!” Kyriel cried out.

I whipped my head around just in time to see her shoot an arrow at the cavern ceiling. The flash of green Palefire briefly illuminated a hideous half-man, half-spider abomination swinging down from one of the long stalactites above. The drider channeled the Aether as it descended, conjuring a huge glob of sticky webbing right on top of Kyriel before she could loose another arrow.

She cried out and twisted helplessly in place, her arms suddenly pinned to her sides. And thanks to the glow of her vatari tattoos, I was able to see the drider land on the cavern floor and charge directly at her, its spindly, sword-like forelegs ready to carve the princess to pieces. I turned and started running back to the group, but I was too far away to reach her in time…

But Nirivi wasn’t. The drow sorceress, now fully encased in a sheen of armor-like frost, once again called upon the Aether and conjured another wall of ice directly in front of Kyriel just as the drider struck. Its forelegs smashed through the icy barricade, but its momentum was stalled long enough for me to act. While I still couldn’t make it back to her in time to engage the drider, I had more than swords and dragonfire at my disposal.

With the Aether surging through me, I tore a chunk of rock out of the ground and hurled it at the drider. The fist of stone slammed into the abomination’s midsection, knocking it backward and stunning it long enough for me to finally dive between it and Kyriel. With a draconic roar, I swiped my sword across its body and severed one of its forelegs.

The drider’s shriek was as discordant as its malformed body. The sound was as loud and shrill as that of a wounded beast, yet I swore I could hear drow curses behind the agonized wails. I lunged at its gray drow torso next, hoping to silence the abomination thing for good, but it somehow managed to leap out of reach at the last instant. Despite the fact it was even larger than I was as a Wyrmidon, the monster had obviously maintained most of its natural elven agility.

I could hear Kyriel tearing herself free from the webs behind me, but I didn’t want to give the drider a chance to climb the walls and escape. Sucking in another deep breath, I ignited another draconic inferno in my gut—

But I never unleashed it. Just before I spewed another gout of fiery death across the cavern, the drider reared back and launched a stinger from the center of its grotesque body. Somehow, the tiny projectile ripped right through my Aetheric shield and buried itself between my golden scales.

The flames in my gut dissipated instantly, like a campfire smothered by a mound of dirt. The initial pain was mild—little more than an annoying scratch—but a few heartbeats later, it felt like the fire in my gut had relocated to my veins.

Poison.

My strength instantly began to wane. My sword felt three times as heavy, and I felt like I was trying to move through mud. My mind wasn’t immune to the effects of the toxin, either; my hold on the Aether slipped away like sand through an hourglass. My shield vanished, as did the Aetheric armor I was maintaining to protect Vin.

Had the drider pressed its attack, I would have been in serious trouble. But thankfully, I had bought the girls the time they needed to recover, and I heard the whistling hiss of an arrow streak past my ear before the drider’s body exploded in a burst of green Palefire. As its body withered from the necrotic energy, an icy disk came whirling toward its head like a sawblade, decapitating it in a shower of black, ichorish blood that was as nauseating to see as to smell.

Strangely, the stench was almost a boon, because it helped focus my increasingly dulled senses. My head had started swimming, and it took me several full seconds to register the sound of another crossbow barrage behind me. My vision blurred as I turned to see yet another ice wall barricade protecting the group. I was astonished at how effortlessly Nirivi could attack and defend with her frost magic.

Except it wasn’t effortless. Her face was clenched, and the outline of black veins marring her light gray skin. The Flensing was taking its toll, and I highly doubted that she would be able to maintain her defenses much longer. Kyriel was in a similar position—as she turned and launched another Palefire arrow into the darkness of the cavern, I saw her blue vatari tattoos shifting to a corrupted green as she continued drawing on the dark energy of the shadow realm. Vin would need to cleanse the markings with her amulet soon, but the priestess was still huddled in desperation behind the stalagmites.

And the drow were still coming. With their drider dead and the icy wall thwarting their crossbows, the survivors had apparently decided to charge. A half dozen warriors silently leapt over the icy barricade, slender blades in one hand and small crossbows in the other. Nirivi and Kyriel were too drained to stop them all.

But I wasn’t, not yet. A sudden and unexpected burst of rage shot through me, roiling my dragon blood. The effects of the drider’s poison seemed to fade, probably because I was now five times the size I’d been before. The charging drow looked up at me, their red eyes went wide in horror as they realized the extent of their mistake.

They were no longer fighting a mere Wyrmidon, but a golden dragon.

Rearing back, I beat my wings and pounded the incoming drow with a wave of buffeting winds, sending some flying over the icy wall and others crashing into it. Then, with a mighty roar, I spewed a cone of flame back and forth across their lines. The wall of ice vaporized into a misty cloud that quickly turned into smoke from the burning bodies. The discordant combination of my roar and their dying screams filled the cavern.

The few survivors tried to flee, and as I stomped after them, I belatedly remembered Nirivi’s warning that the cavern floors might not be able to support the weight of a dragon. Sure enough, a section of the floor crumbled beneath my feet, momentarily locking me in place. But the bigger problem was that the roar of my breath had apparently broken free some of the weaker stalactites above, and while the bombardment of tiny stones were no threat to a dragon, they were absolutely a threat to the girls.

“To me!” I shouted, fanning out my wings to make myself as large as possible. Kyriel and Nirivi were close, but Vinarys was still huddling in our original cover. Reaching out with my tail, I helped pull her closer, then made myself as large as possible.

The cave-in only lasted a minute, and none of the rocks pierced my scales or reached the girls. But by the time it finished, the air around us was a thick combination of choking dust and smoke. It was a rather stark reminder that what dragons possessed in raw power, they lacked in subtlety.

“Kaliath oloth,” Nirivi breathed once the rocky avalanche was over. “I warned you about the stone!”

“Yes, well, your people weren’t taking the hint,” I bellowed, my eyes prowling the darkness. If there were any survivors, they were long gone.

I swiveled my huge head to inspect the girls. Kyriel’s tattoos were blazing a corrupted green, and Nirivi was rubbing her arms to try and quell the pain from the Flensing. Vin looked completely unhurt other than the fact that she was coughing and her red hair was filled with dust.

“Is anyone hurt?” I asked, just to be certain.

“No,” Kyriel said, moving out from beneath my wing, her bow still in hand. “These were your sister’s loyalists?”

“Yes,” Nirivi confirmed with a cough. “The drider was one of her lieutenants. The others were expendable males.”

I let out a low, rumbling growl. “If she has men this far outside Ust Perya, it must mean—”

“That her forces could already be in control of the city,” she finished for me, her tone grave. “At the very least, it means she has it surrounded.”

“To prevent your mother from fleeing the city?”

“No, Daerulis is far too proud to ever abandon her seat of power. And if she did, it would be such a sign of weakness that the Spider Queen might abandon her outright. It is far more likely that she would stay and attempt to rally her allies. That’s the main reason my sister would station her men out here—she wishes to prevent the houses loyal to Ulyr from recalling their forces from other outposts.”

“So we might be too late,” Kyriel murmured. “Your mother could be dead.”

“It is possible, but I wouldn’t underestimate her. My mother has ruled Ust Perya for a long time, and she has survived many other attempts on her life. Even if Sulestra caught her by surprise, she would have had contingencies in place.”

Nirivi coughed again and waved the smoke and dust out of her face. The stench of the burning bodies was starting to fill the entire cavern.

“Regardless, we will need to change our plans,” she said. “Entering Ust Perya through the main gates is no longer an option.”

“Is there a back entrance?” I asked.

“Of course. In Ust Perya, we prefer back entrances.” Nirivi smiled faintly, though it only lasted a moment. “But using it will not be easy. I will need your help.”


Interlude
Alessara


“How could she be so damn naive!”

Sovereign Alessara’s hand balled into a fist, and she braced herself against the back of the secondary throne inside the palace war room. She hadn’t been able to ignite her dragon blood in nearly twenty years, yet right now it was taking all her self-control not to transform into a blue Wyrmidon and go on a destructive rampage. The stone walls and statues in this room were ancient, but they must have been sturdy enough to endure a few blasts of lightning and swipes from her claws. If not, watching one of the support columns crumble might still make her feel better, at least for a while.

“All this fighting, all this chaos, and yet she’s learned nothing,” Alessara growled.

“I think she’s learned a great deal,” Malion said from behind her, his voice as smooth and cool as the old stone. “If you had asked me how she would handle this crisis a few months ago, I wouldn’t have thought she could manage it. I underestimated her. We all did.”

The Sovereign whirled around to glare at her consort. Despite what he’d been through, he already looked as hearty and hale as before they’d marched to the Crossroads. Natural rest and Vaz Gorati healing magic were a powerful combination, though it undoubtedly helped that he’d worked to maintain his warrior’s physique despite decades of peace.

“How can you possibly say that now, after what’s happened?” Alessara asked. “The last time Kyriel snuck off you wanted to deploy the entire Skywatch to get her back.”

“The last time she didn’t know what she was getting herself into. This time she does.” Malion took a step closer to her and shrugged, the movement briefly ruffling his long white hair. “She’s not alone, either. Lord Farric will protect her. It’s what a good consort does.”

Alessara stared back at him, unsure if she should be furious or merely confused. She’d had this same feeling more than once since she had regained consciousness. Before Kyriel had been kidnapped by Rilas Bastrel, Alessara had been so disgusted with her consort that she’d barely been able to tolerate being in the same room with him. But as they had rallied to rescue their daughter, she had seen glimmers of the man she remembered. Not solely the legendary Starmantle warrior, but the fair and honorable protector she had chosen for her First Mating.

Then, as the enemy had closed ranks around them, Malion had thrown himself at the Tirzak swarm in the hopes of giving her time to escape. He had been willing to die for his Dragon Sovereign, the woman who hadn’t invited him into her bed in so long that she barely remembered what it had been like to share it with him.

In private, during the quiet hours of the last few nights, Alessara had mourned her consort’s death. Or rather, she had mourned the loss of the man he used to be. But now the father of her only child was here again, standing at her side, and she was no longer sure which version of him had survived.

Or which version of herself had survived.

“That drow is a Bastrel,” Alessara said. “Her bloodline is forfeit. Aiding her in any way is madness!”

“Her blood saved your life,” Malion countered coolly. “And the girl didn’t even know who her father was until a few days ago.”

“You know full well that doesn’t matter.”

“What I know is that Lord Farric trusts her enough to make her a dragon wife. But more importantly, I trust our daughter’s judgement. Kyriel is doing what she feels is right.”

Malion took a deep breath and waved a hand. “Besides, we have more important things to worry about right now. Organizing the court, provisioning the army, readying our defenses…and getting you healthy enough to fully transform again.”

“What is wrong with you?” Alessara asked, her brow creasing. “How could you forgive a Bastrel?”

“I told you, it’s not about forgiveness. It’s about trust.” He smiled and stepped closer…closer than he had been in a long time. “Kyriel managed to inherit the best parts of both of us. There is no greater blessing from the Dragon Goddess.”

The Sovereign slowly shook her head. She couldn’t bring herself to respond. The gap between them had grown wider and wider over the decades, but they had always been in agreement when it came to reining in Kyriel’s impetuousness. What had happened to him in the Oro Sarn dungeons?

“I will not…”

Before she could finish, Malion reached out and put both his hands on her arms. He didn’t grab her—there was no pressure in his fingers. He was just touching her. Holding her. Looking at her.

It was a small gesture, one that most wives in Lostrien wouldn’t think twice about. But Alessara wasn’t his wife, and Malion wasn’t her husband. She was the Dragon Sovereign, and he was her consort. She had spent years learning to resent his face, his voice, his very presence. And yet, his unexpected touch brought back memories she thought she had buried for good.

“Let’s let Kyriel worry about Kyriel,” Malion whispered. “We can spend our time worrying about you. Lostrien needs its Sovereign to rest and heal so she can become a dragon again.”

His grip tightened almost imperceptibly, yet for some reason it sent a shiver down her spine…and unlocked yet another trove of memories. Her mother had warned her about the dangers of intimacy with consorts, just as her mother and all the other Valostri mothers had warned their own daughters through the ages. The role of the consort was to serve and to seed, nothing more. A Sovereign had to think with her head, not with her heart.

Twenty years ago, Alessara had ignored those warnings. Lumos Bastrel had been the clear and rational choice for her First Mating, yet she had chosen Malion Starmantle instead. He had been so strong, so courageous, so compassionate. She remembered her heart fluttering in anticipation every time he’d been in the same room with her. Without a quarnís to help sate her passions, she would have lost her mind waiting for him to finally touch her.

And the truth was that after Alessara had officially chosen him, she had shattered every one of her mother’s rules about intimacy. She had held and kissed and loved her consort with every fiber of her being. After the success of the Dustborn Decree, she had even briefly considered taking him as her husband rather than merely her consort and abandoning tradition altogether.

But then Bastrel had betrayed them, and he had cursed Alessara and her unborn child with his dying breath. Nothing had been the same after that. Not her powers or her rule or her relationship with her consort.

“Lostrien’s Sovereign has made mistakes,” she whispered, her voice wavering as if it were about to crack. “Too many to count.”

“So has her consort,” Malion said. “We can’t take them back. All we can do is try to make up for them.”

Alessara swallowed. “But how—?”

He leaned forward and kissed her. The moment their mouths touched, Alessara knew she should have pushed him away and banished him to his quarters. At the very least, she should have been furious at his presumptiveness. But instead, her lips parted and her hands slowly reached up to curl around the back of his neck.

The dustborn liked to say that the Avetharri had no concept of the passage of time, that a decade might as well have been a month and a year might as well have been a day. Before this moment, Alessara would have disagreed. The twenty years since she had shared a bed with her consort might as well have been a lifetime. But as their breaths and tongues swirled together, so did their history. The gap between now and then felt like the blink of an eye.

And in that moment, as their bodies pressed together for the first time in years, Alessara knew that her consort was right. Not only about Kyriel, but about them. There was nothing they could do to change what had happened, there was no way to go back and unravel years of decisions, big and small, that had pushed them apart. All they could do—all anyone could do—was move on and try to pull themselves back together.

Alessara leapt into his arms. Malion caught her effortlessly, his strong hands clutching at her thighs. She remembered the first time she’d kissed him, the first time she had invited him to touch her, the first time she had invited him inside her…

Oh, Goddess!

Her core was already smoldering when he pushed her back against the nearest stone column, but it set fire when his fingers crawled up her thighs in search of her panties. For the first time in decades, she wished she had worn her old glamour stone instead of real clothing. And as her hands clawed at his belt, she wished she had forced him to wear one, too…

Alessara had just managed to open his belt buckle when the door to the throne room burst open and General Laeryl stormed inside.

“Your Majesty,” she said. “I spoke with the Wyrmguard who—le’thos!”

The general froze three strides into the room, her eyes gaping before she abruptly turned away.

“I-I apologize, Your Majesty, I—”

“You can halt your investigation, General,” Alessara breathed, her tongue sliding across her lips but her eyes remaining locked on her consort. “And call off the search. Kyriel and Lord Farric will return soon on their own, I’m sure.”

“Your…Your Majesty?”

“You heard me,” Alessara said. “Now get out of here.”

She smiled and brought her lips back within a hair’s breadth of her consort’s. “And tell the Wyrmguard that their Sovereign is not to be disturbed until further notice.”


7
Homecoming


“That’s far enough,” I said, coming to a halt in the narrow tunnel. “This is as good a place as any to rest and figure out where to go next.”

I expected Nirivi to argue the point and insist we keep moving closer to the city, but the drow sorceress merely nodded and took a seat upon a reasonably flat rock on the side of the passage. Kyriel and Vin simply knelt on the floor and ruffled through their packs for water.

We had traveled for another hour or so after our skirmish with the drow sentries, taking us out of the first massive cavern and into the second set of narrower passages. We had wanted to get some distance from the carnage in case monsters came to investigate but also because no one wanted to stand around piles of burned bodies. Nirivi had also said that she needed to consider alternate potential routes, which she had hopefully done while we walked.

I knelt down and retrieved a waterskin from my own pack. Pouring it into my huge Wyrmidon mouth was a little awkward, but I was getting used to it. I might not have been able to walk around the Underworld as a dragon, but I didn’t want to fully revert to my human form as long as there was a chance we could get attacked. It would also severely hamper my vision.

Nirivi still rubbed at her arms every few minutes, suggesting that the lingering pain from the Flensing was still bothering her. Vinarys mostly looked annoyed at being dirty, and instead of drinking, she used most of her water cleaning her face and trying to get the dust out of her hair.

As for the princess, Kyriel just looked alert and ready for anything. I smiled at her profile when she wasn’t looking, remembering our first meeting in the Goriath Peaks after fighting the Tirzak. I had been stricken by her beauty, of course, but I’d also been amazed at how tough and capable she’d looked at the same time. If I hadn’t known who she was, I could have easily mistaken her for a Veldrachi Ranger. Her worn leather armor, her toned arms and stomach, her graceful but deliberate movements…

That was the Kyriel sitting here with us now. Not the elegant princess or the poised Sovereign, but the determined huntress who had exposed the Tirzak threat in the first place.

“You mentioned a back entrance before,” Kyriel said after a few minutes of silence. She spoke softly since voices carried quite far through the narrow tunnels. “What did you have in mind?”

Nirivi took another sip of her water, then shrugged. “There are many other paths through the Dark. It is a question of speed and potential danger.”

Kyriel gave me a look, to which I nodded. I knew what she was asking without the need for words.

“If your sister has made her move, then we can’t afford to waste any more time,” the princess said. “We’ll fight through whatever we have to on the way.”

“You may regret saying that, Quessan,” Nirivi replied gravely. “There are far worse things than driders in these tunnels.” She paused for a moment, then sighed. “But in this case, I believe you are right. I suggest we cut through the Ungue Colbauth. I have not been that way for some time, but there is an old passage that should take us all the way to the Waq de Faer—the Spire of Sorcery. From there, we can evaluate the situation in the city.”

“The Spire of Sorcery,” Kyriel echoed. “Is that anything like Gûl Norigaad?”

“They are the same in principle, if not in practice. The Spire is where the most powerful sorcerers study magic and create works of artifice for the city and its houses. It is also one of the only places in Ust Perya where males can prove themselves as more than disposable fodder. Skilled channelers and crafters can earn the right to own slaves and be considered worthy of breeding.”

“How nice for them,” I muttered.

Nirivi shrugged. “You are familiar with our ways, veldruk.”

“And he doesn’t like them,” Vin said, shuffling over on her knees to lean against me. “You should remember that.”

“If the Spire is that important, won’t it be a battlefield in any conflict between houses?” Kyriel asked, ignoring the comment. “What if your sister has already taken it?”

“That is possible, of course, but unlikely,” Nirivi replied, though her red eyes were fastened on Vin. “House politics are still relevant within the Spire, but they are far down the list of priorities for the males who work and study there. They care more about their studies and their own prestige than whichever noble house they belong to.”

“So in other words,” I said, “they might not have picked a side.”

“Precisely,” Nirivi said. “The Spire is also close to the House Tharanys estate, my mother’s staunchest allies. They would not surrender even if my mother is dead.”

“I thought you said that if your sister is the only remaining priestess of the Spider Queen, everyone will fall in line.”

“Almost everyone,” Nirivi corrected. “Sulestra would never trust them to follow her, which means she would never allow them to live. And that, in turn, means that Tharanys has every incentive to fight to the death regardless.”

“Right,” I muttered. I was really coming to hate the Underworld…

“There are other potential passages into the city, but the Ungue Colbauth is the quickest,” Nirivi went on. “All the others require much greater treks through the Dark, and there is no guarantee they would be any safer.”

“Then that’s where we’ll go,” Kyriel said, bringing herself back to her feet. “Lead the way.”

The journey through what Nirivi called the Ungue Colbauth—the Hollow Path, or something close to that—ended up being both better and worse than I had anticipated. Better, because we didn’t end up needing to fight more drow soldiers or any other Underworld horrors along the way; worse, because huge sections of the tunnel had collapsed over time, and the only way forward was for me to dig.

The girls tried to help where they could, and I appreciated their efforts. But physically moving hundreds of pounds of solid rock wasn’t exactly playing to the strengths of three willowy elven women. As a human man who could lift as much or more as all of them combined, I still would have struggled to clear the tunnels on my own.

Thankfully, my Wyrmidon form gave me the strength I needed to move boulders as if they were mere stones, which saved me the trouble of relying on my earth magic and provoking the Flensing. I was able to get us through all the blockages we encountered with only a short delay. My back and arms would be angry about it later, but Vin assured me that her Vaz Gorati healing techniques could soothe my sore muscles once we rested for the night. By the time I started clearing the third blockage, I started to wonder why she wasn’t using her blood magic to amplify her own strength so that she could help. At least Kyriel and Nirivi weren’t ogling me the entire time.

But luckily for her, I never pressed the issue. I had the distinct impression that the closest thing she had ever experienced to hard labor was swallowing the full length of my cock while upside down on the bed. Which, when I thought about it, was fine by me.

Eventually, we reached a large, intimidating door sealing off the tunnel. The unnaturally smooth stone was a sharp contrast to the natural jagged cavern walls, and when I paused and reached out through the Aether, I could sense an enchantment further strengthening the rock. It had definitely been reinforced and likely been trapped as well.

“This seems like the place,” I said, my deep voice sounding uncomfortably loud in the narrow passage. “I assume that you have a key?”

“For what lock?” Nirivi asked mildly.

I frowned. Since I was the only one carrying a torch, I moved it closer to examine the door…and belatedly realized that it actually looked more like a wall. There was no obvious handle or locking mechanism.

“You must still have a way to get through, right?” Vin asked, wiping some dust and grime from her face. “Because you better not have made Sol dig up all those rocks for nothing.”

The drow arched a white eyebrow. “You seemed to enjoy watching him work.”

“Of course I did, but that’s not the point. You said yourself that we don’t have a lot of time here.”

“There is no key or wardstone or magical command to open the passage,” Nirivi said. “The entrance is for shadow knights only.”

Vin scoffed and crossed her arms. “What, do they stab it with their fancy swords or something?”

“No, they Palewalk through it,” Kyriel reasoned.

“Correct,” Nirivi replied with an approving smile. “Unlike you and the White Wyrm, the shadow knights cannot travel more than a few yards at a time, but that is enough to bypass this door.”

“Let me guess: there’s no lever on the other side, either. Anyone who can’t pass through on their own isn’t worthy.”

“Correct again. But since you were able to ferry us both out of the dungeon, I assume you can do the same with this wall.”

“Probably,” Kyriel said, examining the stone more closely. But it would have been best if you’d mentioned this earlier.”

“My deepest apologies, Quessan, but I have never been to this entrance myself. I suspected that it might be a barra kulggen—a shadow barrier—but I was not certain.”

“Well, it’s too late to worry about it now,” I said, looking at Kyriel. “Is there anything we can do to help?”

“No. Just remain in physical contact with me. It will be cold…very cold. And if you hear any whispers, do your best to ignore them until I take us back.”

Nodding grimly, I reached out and took her hand in mine. Vin touched her other arm, while Nirivi placed her hand on the princess’s shoulder. Once we were all ready, Kyriel drew in a long, deep breath, then took a step forward…

And the entire world changed around us. The brown stone surrounding us became a flat gray, and the air turned as bitter cold as the heart of winter. The natural echo of the cave turned hollow and flat, as if there was no air to carry the sounds of our bodies and voices. My torch was likewise snuffed out as quickly as a pinched candlewick.

The girls changed too, particularly Vin and Kyriel. Their red and gold hair looked washed out, as did their normally vibrant green and blue eyes. Nirivi’s gray skin and white hair were less affected, though her ruby eyes still seemed duller than before.

The only color that remained unchanged was the dark green emerald around Vin’s neck. If anything, it seemed more intense than before.

“Follow,” Kyriel said, moving slowly toward the door. Her vatari tattoos appeared on her arm, the washed-out blue taking on a hint of green. Once we reached the barrier of stone, she placed her hand upon it. The stone melted away at her touch as if she were pushing through soft wet clay rather than solid rock, and she led us through the widening gap. It closed up again once we had all passed through, and I could see the tension on Kyriel’s face as she tried to take us back to the physical world…

[Kwara imori, drakkathari.]

A chorus of dark voices stabbed into my head, and I nearly lost my hold on Kyriel’s arm.

[Ri ta will vasa lle.]

“Ignore them,” Kyriel said, her eyes closed and her voice tight. “They can’t harm us.”

She didn’t sound all that convinced, and I whipped my head around when I saw a flicker of movement behind us. There was nothing there besides a formless mass of roiling shadows in the dark…but they seemed to be drawing closer.

More strange voices and words assaulted my mind. I swore I saw something growing behind us, and I reflexively reached for my blade…

But then the shadows faded. The chill in my bones vanished along with it, and color gradually returned to the world.

Not that there was much to see. With my draconic vision, I could make out roughly circular walls surrounding us, presumably the base of a tower-like structure. The room appeared to be empty aside from thick cobwebs and a dozen rotting wooden barrels and broken crates.

“Le’thos,” Vin said, clasping her amulet like a talisman. “That chill…it was horrible!”

“I know,” Kyriel replied with a shiver. “It was different from normal. The voices felt closer.”

I swallowed, half expecting my throat to be frozen. “They were definitely insistent.”

“Are you all right?” Kyriel asked me.

“I’m fine,” I insisted, realizing my hand was still on the handle of my sword. “It just wasn’t what I expected.”

“Supposedly, the demons speak to everyone differently. Usually they make offers of power, but mine berate me.”

“I’m not sure what they were saying—it sounded like an Avetharri dialect.”

I did my best to repeat what I’d heard, and Kyriel considered for a few heartbeats.

“They were telling you to embrace the darkness before it consumes you,” she translated. “That the Veil grows thin, and that the power of your guardian can’t protect you.”

“Wonderful,” I grumbled.

“They are whispers and idle threats, not worth paying any heed.” The princess looked at Vinarys. “What did you hear?”

“Nothing,” she said, shaking her head. “They must have realized I can’t be tempted because I have all I need.”

She gave my arm a playful squeeze, but I pointed at her amulet. “Or maybe it’s because you’re wearing that thing.”

Vin looked down and released her grip on the gem. She seemed as if she hadn’t realized she’d been holding it in the first place. “Maybe,” she whispered. “Do you need me to drain your tattoos, darling?”

“No, not yet,” Kyriel said, though she was now looking at Nirivi. “What about you? Are you—?”

“I am fine,” the drow sorceress replied quickly…too quickly. Her gray face was still deathly pale. “We should continue. There should be a trap door that leads above.”

I frowned, wondering what she had seen—or heard—that could have shaken her so badly. I would have thought that a drow of all people would have been unimpressed by the whispers of powerless demons, especially since she had traveled even farther with Kyriel earlier. But evidently this short trip had been different.

“We could use some light,” I said, reaching into my pouch for a glowstone. “It’s not like we’re worried about being spotted in cavern here.”

“No light,” Nirivi warned with a shake of her head. “And do not disturb the webs unless you wish to invoke the Spider Queen’s wrath.”

I grimaced. She was the only one of us whose eyes could fully penetrate the dark, but she wouldn’t have warned us if there wasn’t a genuine risk. Hopefully my draconic vision would be enough to keep me from tripping over anything…

The trap door in the ceiling proved easy enough to find, though difficult to reach without pushing aside any webs. The elven girls were so limber that they could bend their slender bodies around any obstacle, but my Wyrmidon form wasn’t as accommodating. Nirivi eventually removed the webs herself, though gently and while whispering what I assumed was some kind of prayer of forgiveness to Zelioth.

The trap door itself was sealed shut by a magical lock, but fortunately this one didn’t require a trip through the Pale to bypass—a spark of Nirivi’s magical power was enough. I climbed up first, and I found myself inside another dark storeroom, though this one looked as if it had actually been used recently. Many of the barrels and crates were open, and the layers of dust weren’t so thick.

“I shall announce our presence as we enter,” Nirivi said, looking as if she had regained her composure.

“What if they aren’t happy to see you?” I asked.

“Then we will kill them as an example to any others who would stand against House Ulyr. But as I said earlier, I do not believe that the sorcerers will have firmly chosen a side. They will not wish to harm the Second Daughter.”

I wanted to believe her, I really did. But when she moved to the door, I still reached out through the Aether and formed a protective barrier around Kyriel and Vin just in case. I moved directly behind Nirivi, bracing myself in case I needed to abruptly throw her behind me if Sulestra’s men were waiting outside…

But my concerns proved unnecessary. There weren’t any soldiers or sorcerers waiting for us.

At least, not any surviving ones.

“Oloth tlu kaliath,” Nirivi breathed. “What has happened here?”

I moved beside her and took in the carnage. The door to the storeroom had opened into a massive, circular chamber filled with over a dozen long tables and couches as well as numerous bookshelves. At a guess, the space had been designed as a large communal study area or a subsection of a greater library. But more recently, it had been a battlefield.

Scorch marks covered the walls and furniture, often accompanied by bodies that were little more than blackened husks. Some appeared as if they had been caught completely by surprise, while others had clearly attempted to defend themselves. I only spotted a few corpses with swords and armor, suggesting that this battle had taken place almost exclusively between channelers.

It also suggested that Nirivi’s assumptions about the Spire of Sorcery had all been proven wrong.

“They must have turned on each other,” I said, stepping forward and trying to stay vigilant in case there were any survivors hiding in the shadows. But the magical fires had burned out, and the bodies were no longer smoking. It had been a day or thereabouts since the carnage had come to an end. “Perhaps they picked sides after all.”

“That is difficult to imagine,” Nirivi said. “But I see no other likely explanation.”

“I assume this means the path is no longer safe?” Kyriel asked, her bow drawn and held at the ready.

“Unless everyone is dead,” I put in. “Either way, leaving doesn’t seem like a good idea. We made it inside the city, so we might as well try to figure out what happened.”

Nirivi’s face had paled a shade, and I wondered what she was thinking. Most people in her position would have been worried about their family, but given how competitive and ruthless drow females were—family members most of all—I doubted that was it. If anything, she was probably just worried about her mother and her house.

“We should continue through the door and try to reach the Tharanys estate,” she said eventually. “We can get answers there.”

“And if Sulestra has taken it?” I asked.

Nirivi’s cheek twitched. “At that point, Ust Perya would be lost. There would be no more reason for us to stay.”

I nodded grimly, then looked at Kyriel. Once again, I saw everything I needed in her eyes. If Ust Perya was already lost, then this whole gambit would have been for nothing.

But there was no reason to jump to conclusions yet. A battle in one tower didn’t mean that the entire city had fallen or that the Matron Mother was dead. It also didn’t tell us whether or not Rilas was involved in this, which was the part we really wanted to know.

“Let’s press on,” I said. “I’ll take the lead.”

[image: ]

The carnage only grew more pronounced as we moved through the Spire, though I saw no obvious indication of which side had been victorious. Not that I could tell the sides apart—none of the intact clothing or robes had house symbols on them. Since the dead were nearly all male, some of them might not have even had a house.

By the time we approached the main exit, it became clear that there had been a withdrawal followed by a disengagement. There were signs of hasty movements—overturned tables and chairs, discarded books and letters on the floor—but no bodies. At least, not until we saw a group of heavily armed drow soldiers guarding the entrance.

This time when Nirivi called out to them, the response wasn’t a volley of crossbow bolts. The warriors were shocked to see her, but they were apparently a mix of men from House Ulyr and House Tharanys. I couldn’t follow the conversation, since they spoke exclusively in Qevlâs, but Nirivi translated for us after a brief exchange.

“My mother lives,” she said, looking relieved. “Apparently Sulestra’s forces launched a surprise attack on the Ulyr estate and the Temple of Zelioth, but Daerulis escaped before they closed in. There is ongoing fighting in the city, but House Tharanys and her other allies are rallying in this district before launching a counterattack.”

I pursed my lips, imagining how the battle must have played out. While I hadn’t completely memorized the layout of the city, I had made it a point to learn the major landmarks while I was here just in case. The Spire of Sorcery was in the Obok Vharr, the most important district in the city aside from the one with the temple. With only one bridge entrance, it would be easy to defend…but its position also meant that Sulestra could have easily captured the rest of the city by now.

In other words, it could have been worse. But not by much.

“Any mention of the White Wyrm?” I asked.

“No, the attack was carried out by drow and dustborn slaves,” Nirivi said. “No dragon, no Tirzak, no sign of Rilas whatsoever.”

“That almost makes me feel worse,” Kyriel commented. “Your sister’s men helped him raid the temple in Karthuil—she must have made some kind of deal with him.”

“Maybe he was supposed to help but didn’t,” I suggested. “It could explain how the Matron Mother escaped. And I certainly wouldn’t put it past Rilas to be a backstabbing shit.”

Kyriel’s face tensed, and I saw her hand idly squeezing the grip of her bow. She rarely brought it up, but I knew that she still thought about the night that he’d kidnapped her…and what he had planned to do with her afterward. She wanted to fight him again.

“Or he’s out there waiting for something,” she said. “Maybe to join your sister in a final attack.”

“Perhaps,” Nirivi said, though she didn’t sound convinced. “Regardless, my mother is currently in the Tharanys estate. We should go there and speak with her right away.”

I nodded. “Agreed.”

The trip from the Spire to the Tharanys estate was short, like Nirivi said, but it gave Vin and Kyriel their first exterior view of Ust Perya. They looked as stunned as I’d been at the haunting beauty of the dark architecture woven through a forest of stalagmites just like the faeyn did with their cities and oaks.

They also had trouble staying focused on the buildings with the other grim sights around us. The drow soldiers stationed in the streets weren’t all that different from any of the house armies on the surface, but the driders and giant spiders were something new to both of them. Vin actually grabbed and held my scaly arm while we walked, as if worried we were about to be surrounded and attacked.

Since I had been here before, I had mostly gotten over my shock at the spiders and other strange beasts of the Underworld. What I hadn’t gotten over was the slaves. Chained dustborn hadn’t existed in Lostrien during Kyriel’s lifetime. The Empire also hadn’t collared and whipped its soldiers into submission like the drow, nor had they fielded armies of minotaurs or troglodytes.

Witnessing such depravity, it was difficult not to want to see the whole city burn. But I reminded myself that if Sulestra prevailed, she might send those same slave armies to attack us. This was a battle between bad and worse.

Fortunately, I didn’t have much time to dwell on it, because the soldiers promptly led us into the Tharanys estate. The building was a third the size of the palace in Tir Bereth despite the fact it had only been built for a single drow family. The grim spiky architecture was the same as the rest of the city, as were the dark dungeon-esque interiors. There were guards everywhere, including shadow knights and sorcerers. All of them seemed on edge, though that might have been my imagination. I made it a point to glare at them all as we passed, especially when I saw them cast disgusted looks at the highborn females accompanying me. They probably didn’t realize that Vin was Vaz Gorati since she was wearing armor rather than the robes, and they may not have recognized Kyriel as the Dragon Princess, either.

Eventually, we ended up inside a lavish great room filled with house heraldry and Spider Queen iconography. A large, throne-like chair rested on the far side, ostensibly for the matron of the house to rule over her underlings. Today, that seat was filled by Matron Mother Daerulis Ulyr. Her black, low-cut adamantine armor was as imperious and alluring as I remembered, and she immediately focused her attention on Kyriel as we entered.

“Dragon Princess Kyriel Valostri,” Daerulis said. “It is an honor to finally meet you in person, Your Highness.”

“Yes, I’m sure it is,” Kyriel replied as she glided forward with the stately stride she typically reserved for court in Tir Bereth. “Though it is a pity your circumstances are so dire. I had been looking forward to seeing the House Ulyr estate.”

The Matron Mother’s smile wavered, though only just. That, along with the subtle glint in her red eyes, were the only hints of the anger festering inside her. I didn’t know why Kyriel had decided to respond in such a belligerent way, but I had faith that she knew what she was doing. Frankly, I was just glad that I didn’t have to be the one playing diplomat this time.

“Those circumstances will be rectified soon, I assure you,” Daerulis said. “General Sulestra acted more quickly than I anticipated, but my forces are preparing a counterattack as we speak. The order of Ust Perya has been threatened by upstarts before. The Spider Queen will not allow her city to fall into ruin.”

“Of course not,” Kyriel said, coming to a halt at the base of the Matron Mother’s temporary throne. The princess didn’t kneel or nod or give any other side of supplication whatsoever. Neither did I.

“What happened here, Mother?” Nirivi asked, breaking the icy standoff. “The guards only gave us a brief explanation.”

Daerulis continued eyeing Kyriel for several more heartbeats, as if searching for signs of weakness. She wouldn’t find any. On the contrary, she would just end up further annoyed by the regal presence of a woman a tenth her age and a hundredth her experience. She would probably end up jealous of the princess’s toned arms and stomach, too.

“Sulestra’s forces launched a simultaneous raid on the temple and our estate,” the Matron Mother said. “Many of our male warriors were caught by surprise and killed for their lack of vigilance, but ultimately your sister placed too much faith in her loyalists. I slaughtered many of them myself, then escaped.”

The black claws on her gauntlets squeezed the arms of her temporary throne as she leaned forward. “Sulestra clearly believed that she could defeat me with a single blow. It will prove to be a fatal miscalculation. She has overplayed her hand—House Tharanys and House Veldar are nearly ready to strike back, as are my surviving slaves and warriors.”

“What about the sorcerers?” Nirivi asked. “The Spire was practically a charnel house.”

“The males should have stayed out of the fighting, but they foolishly chose to take sides,” Daerulis said, her voice dripping with contempt. “Some of our house fighters did as well. Captain Jhael’s head will soon adorn the gates of my city, as will those of anyone else who turned against us. The lower houses have been in need of a purge for some time now. Those that joined Sulestra in the hopes of gaining her favor will be utterly destroyed. Order will be restored, and Ust Perya will be stronger for it.”

She slowly leaned back again, and she turned her red eyes on Nirivi. “Though not as strong as when we have a dragon child. Has Lord Farric branded you yet? Our agreement stipulated that he add you to his breeding harem as soon as possible.”

Nirivi looked at me, then Kyriel, then back at Daerulis. “They learned the truth about your deal with Lumos, Mother. They know…they know that I am a Bastrel.”

Daerulis stared back at her for a long moment, making me wonder if she might try to deny everything. But then her posture stiffened, and she tapped her claw on the armrest again. “Is that so?”

“It is, and don’t bother to deny it,” Vinarys said pointedly. “The blood does not lie.”

The Matron Mother gave Vin a cold look. “You are Vaz Gorati?”

“She is,” Nirivi confirmed before anyone else could. “Surely you must have realized that they would uncover your secret? Did you think they would blindly give your potion to Sovereign Alessara without testing it?”

“I was promised that the mixture would be impossible for the blood witches to read. The alchemist who made this mistake will be fed to my spiders, though not before I’ve strung him up by his own entrails.”

Daerulis clenched her right hand into a fist, then leaned forward. “Still, this changes nothing about our agreement, Lord Farric.”

“What do you mean it changes nothing?” Nirivi practically shouted. I had never heard her voice waver so badly; she sounded like a completely different woman. “I am a Bastrel. By Imperial law, the bloodline must be ended. Sovereign Alessara wants nothing to do with me!”

“So she has recovered, then?” Daerulis asked coolly. “The curse is broken?”

Nirivi paused, her arms trembling. “Yes, but—”

“Then nothing has changed.” The Matron Mother shifted her eyes to me. “I offered the Dragon Sovereign a rare and powerful gift, and all I asked in return was for Lord Farric to plant his seed in my daughter’s womb. Does this mean that Alessara’s word is meaningless? That House Valostri is not the reliable ally I was promised?”

“Lord Farric still plans on taking your daughter into his harem,” Kyriel said, shifting a step to be closer to Nirivi as if in solidarity. “The deal has not changed.”

“Excellent,” Daerulis replied with a smile. “I had hoped that we would be able to renew the old bonds between our houses. Ulyr and Valostri have much to gain from one another.”

“That’s it?” Nirivi asked. “That’s all you have to say?”

“Princess Kyriel and I have a great deal to discuss. You should escort Lord Farric and his Vaz Gorati witch to their quarters. My servants will—”

“I will not be dismissed so easily, Mother!” Nirivi snapped. “You owe me an explanation.”

The Matron Mother’s glare turned cold. “I owe you nothing, dalharil. Nin inbau doeb—”

“I am not going anywhere. Not until you explain what happened.” Nirivi’s fingers curled at her sides, and as I felt the Aether begin surging through her, the temperature in the room began to drop. “When did Sulestra learn the truth? Recently? Is this what convinced her to make a pact with the White Wyrm?”

“It is possible,” Daerulis conceded. “But—”

“Do you understand what this means, Mother? Do you understand what kind of damage this artifact might cause?”

The Matron Mother’s red eyes narrowed. I wondered how many times she had been interrupted…and how many of the people who had done so could still draw breath. “The troubles of the surface world do not concern me, dalharil. Nor should they concern you.”

“The damage won’t stay contained to the surface,” I said. “The White Wyrm has already learned how to tear fractures in the Veil. Demons are escaping the shadow realm—demons that can possess bodies, living or dead. That includes surfacers and drow.”

“If Rilas Bastrel has forged an alliance with the usurper, then he will die along with her,” Daerulis replied coldly. “But I suggest that you keep your focus on what is truly important here, Lord Farric. My daughter is born of Bastrel blood, so she is very likely to provide you with a dragon child. The same is true of Princess Kyriel. Do you understand what this means? Your half-human spawn will have the potential to remake Lostrien, perhaps even the greater Empire itself. I can scarcely imagine a male having a larger impact on the future, and yet here you are complaining about trivialities.”

“Sundering the Veil with shadow magic is hardly a trivial matter,” I growled, my patience nearly exhausted. “There’s no future of anything if the shadow realm bleeds into our world.”

“Then I suggest you help me put down this uprising so that we can turn our attention to more important matters.” Daerulis smiled thinly as she turned to Kyriel. “That is why you are here, is not, Your Highness?”

Maybe this isn’t worth it, I thought, my claws extending as I seriously debated rushing forward and ripping the smug grin off her face. Maybe we should just leave and let Rilas and Sulestra burn this whole damn city to the ground.

But fortunately for the Matron Mother, Kyriel was here with me this time.

“We came here in search of answers, which we now have,” the princess said, matching the older woman’s calm but serious tone. “And despite what you have done, we are here to offer our assistance.”

“How generous of you,” Daerulis replied. “Though I sincerely hope you don’t intend to try and renegotiate the deal I made with Lord Farric. I will accept no substitutes for what I was promised.”

“I’m not trying to renegotiate anything. I am only pointing out that it is clear you are in need of aid. If the White Wyrm does come here, you will not be able to defeat him and Sulestra at the same time.”

“Do not underestimate the Spider Queen’s power, Your Highness. House Ulyr has faced countless other trials over the centuries, and we have always prevailed.” Daerulis paused for a moment. “Still, I would be willing to hear a new proposal. Perhaps you wish to offer an official alliance between our noble houses?”

“No,” Kyriel said, shaking her head. “An alliance implies a degree of equality where none is present. Valostri is a house of dragons. Ulyr is not.”

The Matron Mother’s eyes flared as if she couldn’t believe the princess’s impudence. Frankly, I couldn’t believe it, either.

“What I’m offering you is an opportunity for proper vassalage,” Kyriel added smoothly. “In exchange for declaring your unwavering allegiance to the Dragon Sovereign, you will be given a place in the royal court just like the other Great Houses. You will no longer be isolated, and your voice and power will no longer be confined to the Dark.”

“I see,” the Matron Mother replied, her posture relaxing slightly. “I must admit, I am impressed by your…spirit. Few have ever dared to address me in such a disrespectful manner. The heads of those who dared now adorn the gates of my city.”

“This isn’t about respect—it’s about reality. Dragon Sovereigns have no equals in the Empire.”

“Ah, but we are not a part of your Empire. Not anymore.”

“One way or another, you will be again soon,” Kyriel said. “Rilas Bastrel sees himself as the rightful Dragon Sovereign of Lostrien. And despite whatever deals your daughter Sulestra believes she’s made, he will not forge an alliance, either. If he helps her defeat you, he will expect vassalage from Ust Perya. If Sulestra refuses, he will simply destroy her.”

The princess took another step forward. “If, on the other hand, we help you defeat him and save your people, then House Valostri will expect the same. It’s really quite simple. Ust Perya cannot remain neutral any longer. You will kneel before one Dragon Sovereign or another. I suggest you choose wisely.”

“You forget yourself, Princess,” Daerulis said, looking as if she were about to order an execution. “The houses of the Great Dark are not weak and pathetic like those of you darthiir. The Spider Queen herself gives us power!”

“Yes, and if I’m not mistaken, she recognizes that the weak will always bend their knee to the strong.”

Kyriel smiled. It was every bit as smug as the one Daerulis had offered us just a few moments ago. The only difference was that it looked good on her lips.

“Your people will join the court of Tir Bereth as a vassal of House Valostri or as slaves of Rilas Bastrel,” the princess said. “That is the only choice before you.”

The two women glared at each other, blue eyes contrasted against red. I watched and waited in silence, impressed by Kyriel’s gall yet simultaneously wary that the Matron Mother might order every warrior in the estate to attack us. If she did, I was prepared to ignite my blood and transform into a full wyrm, destroying this entire structure in the process.

Vin had placed her hand on my arm again, expecting that same reaction. Nirivi, for her part, was looking right at Kyriel, her white eyebrows lifted in amazement.

“You have great athiyk, Princess,” Daerulis said eventually. “If you were male, I would not hesitate to kill you where you stand. But you should know that my patience has its limits. I will not be disrespected by anyone, not even a dragon.”

The Matron Mother rose to her feet. “We should discuss your offer further. But for now, I have other business to attend to, and I’m sure that you must be tired from your journey. I will see to it that you are provided with food and drink.”

“Your hospitality is most appreciated,” Kyriel said with a faint nod. “Though we should not rest for long. I’ve no doubt that our enemies will strike soon.”

“Yes, they will,” Daerulis said. “And we will be ready for them.”
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Having only spent a single night inside the walls of Ust Perya, I hardly considered myself an expert on the city. But I had seen the inside of several of its most important buildings from the Temple of Zelioth to the House Ulyr estate to the Spire of Sorcery, so I had a decent sense of drow architecture. And by that standard, the interior of the House Tharanys estate was largely indistinguishable from the rest. Had I been blindfolded and been placed in a random room in the estate, I wouldn’t have been able to tell where I was or how to get out.

Though in fairness, if I had placed a drow inside a random estate on the surface, they probably would have felt the same way. With a few exceptions, the only major difference between one great hall and another was the color and design of the house heraldry. Tharanys’s was fairly unique—the deep purple banners were embroidered with a giant lyre that had spiderwebs as strings. Everything else in the guest rooms we were provided with was virtually identical to the room at the Tet Shannal where Lia and I had spent the night. The spidersilk sheets, the idols of Zelioth, the oppressive darkness and unshakeable sense that a dagger was about to slide through your back at any moment…

I insisted that I share a room with Kyriel and Vin, mostly because it would be far easier to guarantee everyone’s safety if we were together. I found myself wishing that we’d brought a few dozen Wyrmguard along with us. I highly doubted that the Matron Mother would try anything, considering I could change into a dragon and destroy half the estate in the process, but one never knew for certain. Kyriel had thrown much harder punches at Daerulis than I’d expected, and while I still found myself in awe of the way the princess had stood up to a powerful woman ten times her age, there was no guarantee it wouldn’t backfire.

Which was precisely why I found myself awake and pacing around the room long after Kyriel and Vinarys had fallen asleep. They were lying beside each other in the huge bed, wearing spidersilk gowns and looking as cozy and restful as if I had just spent the past few hours stretching both their tight elven bodies to their limits. But the truth was that we hadn’t taken a tumble at all. They were exhausted from our overnight journey, and they were utterly confident in my ability to protect them. It would have been a good feeling if not for the fact I was too fretful to join them.

Fortunately, there was plenty to eat and drink in the room, and my last trip to Ust Perya had taught me a little about which “treats” were safe to consume and which weren’t. The strange green lichen paste still made the hard bread look moldy and disgusting, but it tasted surprisingly decent. And while the wine was significantly richer and stronger than what I was used to, I didn’t have trouble consuming it, either.

Just when I felt like I’d imbibed enough to join the girls, there was a soft knock at the door. I was instantly alert and prepared to ignite my dragon blood as I turned the handle, but it wasn’t a squad of drow soldiers or assassins.

“I wanted to see how you were settling in,” Nirivi said in her dark, rich voice. “I assumed you wouldn’t be so foolish as to allow everyone to sleep at once.”

I snorted softly and opened the door further. She accepted the silent invitation by striding gracefully into the dark room, the click of her heels muffled by the carpet. She had changed into another low cut black dress, this one with a particularly long slit up the side of her left leg. An open triangular segment of the midsection exposed her navel and a few inches of flat gray stomach surrounding it.

“Actually, I just wasn’t tired yet,” I said. “But I appreciate the confirmation that we’re all in danger.”

Nirivi smiled thinly. “Less than we could be. I checked to ensure that the sargt khaliizi is in position. It’s a relic that drow families use to seal their estates against rival shadow knights.”

“Like the wardstones in Tir Bereth?”

“Similar enough.” She raised a white eyebrow. “Don’t sound so surprised, veldruk. My people are as adept at artifice as any Avetharri.”

“Right,” I murmured, then cast a glance over my shoulder at the bed. “If you want to talk, we should do so outside.”

“There’s no need for that. Come.”

After closing the door and throwing all three of the privacy latches, Nirivi pointed to the cozy subroom along the eastern wall. The thick divider had made it seem like a changing room, though the small table, chairs, and singular divan could make it serviceable for conversation. Still, with the other girls sleeping, I didn’t feel comfortable speaking above a whisper.

“I assume you had a private conversation with your mother?” I asked quietly.

“You needn’t worry about waking them,” Nirivi said, touching a strange symbol engraved upon the divider wall. It began to glow a heartbeat later, and I heard a faint humming sound. “The magic will dampen sound unless someone enters the main room or opens the door.”

“Really? I’ve never seen anything like that in the palace in Tir Bereth.”

“As I said, drow artifice is every bit as advanced as the darthiir. And we take our privacy seriously.”

I pushed my tongue into the back of my teeth. Everything sounded the same to me, but I trusted that she was being earnest. If not, I’d find out soon enough.

“I’m not sure I even want to know why the rooms can do this,” I murmured. “Hopefully it’s not so you can murder people in private?”

Nirivi laughed. “Do you think that little of my people, veldruk?”

“Do you really want me to answer that?”

“Perhaps not,” she admitted. “It’s so guests can enjoy their Srigtuul Rothe—pleasure slaves—in private. It is customary when hosting the female of another noble house to provide her with appropriate entertainment. This way she can enjoy herself without disrupting the rest of her entourage.”

“I see,” I muttered.

Living in the palace had taught me that Avetharri nobles were just as decadent as I’d been told, but the drow really did take everything to the extreme. I wondered how many sex toys were hidden in the shelves of this subroom, let alone the main room.

“You mentioned my mother,” Nirivi said, sauntering to the small table and inspecting the bottle of wine upon it. “I spoke with her. She was in quite the mood.”

“I’ll bet,” I said, peering around the divider. Kyriel and Vin looked as peaceful as before, so the sound barrier must have been working. “The princess was more…forthright than I was expecting.”

“She was ruthless. It was astonishing to watch.”

I felt a surge in the Aether as Nirivi chilled the liquid, then poured us each a glass.

“I have never seen my mother outplayed so badly,” she said. “The fact that the Dragon Princess is young and darthiir makes the wound cut especially deep.”

I took a sip of the wine. It was much sweeter than the vintage I’d been nursing, not to mention much colder.

“I can’t tell if you approve or not,” I said.

“Oh, I absolutely approve. The princess is a truly impressive female. You should be immensely humbled that you’ve been given the first opportunity to seed her.”

“I am. And you should be immensely humbled that she took such a risk to liberate you from the dungeon.”

“I am,” Nirivi echoed, giving me a sly smile which I couldn’t help but return. We each finished our glass, and she quickly poured another.

“What will be your mother’s next move?” I asked.

Nirivi considered as she returned the bottle to the table. “I am not certain yet. The princess’s offer was bold, but my mother cannot accept it without looking weak. Her allies here in House Tharanys and elsewhere would consider it a great betrayal. I’ve no doubt that many of them—perhaps most of them—would prefer oblivion to vassalage. My people broke away from the Empire for a reason.”

“I’m no historian, but I thought the conflict with the Empire was mostly about religion,” I said. “The drow houses didn’t want the Vaz Gorati telling them to worship Lahara instead of Zelioth.”

“That remains a major factor, yes.”

“Well, I’m sure your mother could speak to the Sovereign about that. The Vaz Gorati suffered a major blow in Lostrien, and Vinarys isn’t like the last Blood Mother.”

“Perhaps not, but the Spider Queen’s words are more than mere dogma in Ust Perya. Many, including my mother, would fear her disapproval if any deal were to be made. In the worst case, Zelioth could stop granting my mother her power altogether. That is not a risk she will ever take.”

Nirivi paused for a moment. “Yet at the same time, the princess is right. House Ulyr needs her help.”

“How bad is the situation?” I asked. “Your mother sounded confident earlier, so I assumed the truth was worse.”

“The dragon is wise,” she said with an approving nod. “Sulestra’s forces are numerous. I told you before that my mother has maintained a careful balance of power in Ust Perya for several generations, but there are many who wish to see change. Vhid kyuvr mayar—chaos breeds opportunity. They would rather take the chance of attaining power under my sister’s rule than living in weakness under my mother’s.”

“How many soldiers does Sulestra have?”

“My mother did not share precise numbers, but despite her claims, there is no guarantee of victory even if the White Wyrm does not interfere. And if he does…”

I nodded grimly. “You really think she’ll refuse our offer of aid despite those odds?”

“My mother is the High Priestess of Zelioth. She has more pride than an Elder Dragon.”

Nirivi finished her glass, then set it down by the bottle.

“Still, she might be amenable to a different offer from the princess,” Nirivi said. “Something less than outright vassalage, assuming Kyriel is not also ruled by her pride.”

“Her family has ruled Lostrien for thousands of years. Their pride is as firm and unbroken as the mountains.” I smiled as I finished my own wine. “But I wouldn’t be surprised if Kyriel was willing to compromise. She just wanted to let your mother know where she stood.”

“Then we will have to see what the next meeting brings.”

Nirivi took my empty glass, her tongue sliding over her wine-moistened lips as she returned it to the nightstand. “No matter what happens, I wish to thank you and Kyriel for all you’ve done on my behalf.”

“Why do I feel like you’re about to follow that up with a far less flattering statement?”

“As I said, the dragon is wise,” she replied mildly. “Because I do wonder if you have thought this plan of yours all the way through. Sovereign Alessara will surely be furious. Will she even honor any agreement which is reached here?”

“I think she will,” I said. “Remember, Kyriel and the Dragon Father were in alignment about this mission. I’m sure they can convince her mother to accept whatever deal we make, as long as Kyriel negotiates it.”

I shrugged. “Convincing Alessara and her court to accept a Bastrel offspring in the palace will be more difficult, but I have a plan for that as well.”

Nirivi raised a white eyebrow. “And what is that?”

I reached into my pack and retrieved the house crest that Lia had created for me. “This.”

She examined the symbol in silence for a few heartbeats. “A house crest?”

“Yes, for the newly-formed House Farric,” I said. “Vinarys will soon perform the branding ritual to make herself my First Wife. Once that’s finished, I can begin to brand others who wish to join my harem. And any woman who does so will officially be under my protection.”

She touched the crest with her gray finger. “Even one whose veins course with untouchable Bastrel blood?”

“Wyrm Lords choose their own harems,” I said. “If one of the Elder Dragons wants to show up and protest, we can point to him all the other problems the Council of Wyrms seems unable to unwilling to solve.”

“And the Vaz Gorati?”

“My First Wife will be the Blood Mother of Lostrien. I think we can count on her support as well.”

“Terini,” Nirivi whispered. “How far I have fallen to willingly desecrate my flesh on behalf of a mere male…”

“So you accept, then?”

Her tongue flicked over her lips again. “Perhaps. Show me.”

When I frowned in confusion, she reached out and took my hand, then pulled it to her exposed belly.

“Show me,” she repeated, her voice low and her ruby eyes glimmering.

Swallowing, I used my fingertip to trace the outline of the crest around her navel. Nirivi didn’t look down to watch; her eyes stayed locked with mine the whole time.

“You will expect me to display your crest in public, won’t you?” she asked. “To proudly show the world that my body and womb are yours and yours alone?”

“That is the Imperial tradition,” I said, lowering my voice to match hers. “Is it a problem?”

“I have never allowed a male to dictate my clothing or appearance.”

I cocked my head. “But you’re a Pain Maiden. Isn’t the whole point of your outfit to attract male attention and stir desire?”

“Yes. But it was always my choice to do so.”

“Ah.” I chuckled. “Well, you can wear whatever you want. It’s the same thing I told Lia.”

“And like her, I know that it’s a lie,” Nirivi replied, stepping so close there was barely an inch between our bodies. “A dragon’s wives, like his concubines, exist to serve his needs and desires. A Wyrm Lord should always make his preferences clear.”

Her right hand crept up the length of my arm, then settled upon my ear and gently stroked my smooth, rounded human lobes. I couldn’t help but remember my last night in this city with her and Lia. While my concubine’s lips had been wrapped around my cock, Nirivi’s had been whispering softly in my ear. In retrospect, I honestly wasn’t sure which had driven me more wild…

“I rather like the way you dress,” I said. “And move. And talk.”

“I know,” she purred, a sultry smile on her lips. “What about the way I kiss?”

My brows lifted in unison. “I don’t kno—”

Nirivi leaned forward and brought our mouths together. The moment her tongue slipped through my lips, I felt a surge of energy flood through my body, almost as intense as when she had touched me during my first “trial” with Lia. My cock stiffened, and it took every spark of self control I could muster not to explode. Since I was only “wearing” the glamour stone, there would have been nothing to stop it from going all over her fancy dress.

I had no idea how Pain Maidens could make their touch so intense, but it must have been some type of charm magic. Either way, her kiss was so passionate, so intense, it was like she was trying to swallow me whole.

I gasped when she pulled back, struggling for breath. Her ruby eyes glimmered in amusement.

“Yeah,” I managed. “I also like the way you kiss.”

“I thought you might,” she breathed, her fingertip still brushing my earlobe. “Your kiss is satisfactory enough, though I admit I do not care at all for the way you dress.”

I snorted. “What, you don’t like illusory clothes?”

“I live in a world of illusion, veldruk. The most compelling thing about you is that you are real.”

Her left hand drifted up my chest and touched the glamour stone around my neck. As my outfit vanished, she began tracing her fingertips along the outline of my muscles.

“Better?” I asked, fully aware that my cock was now visible and throbbing between us.

“Slightly,” Nirivi teased. “But you have many other flaws to correct if you ever wish to brand my flesh.”

“Let me get some parchment so I can make a list.”

“There is no need. I have no intention of allowing you to forget them.”

I laughed. “Of course not. Well, we might as well start at the beginning. Name the worst.”

“Your foolishness,” Nirivi said without the slightest hesitation. “You wish to take me as a wife, yet you have not tested me. You have no idea if I will be able to pleasure you properly.”

“You helped teach Lia—I’m confident in your skills.” I paused, my fingers still encircling the soft, smooth skin of her navel. “Are you confident in mine?”

She shrugged. “You are clearly capable of pleasing surface females, but that is hardly impressive. Drow have much higher standards for our males. If I invited you to my bed, you would be expected to spend entire days on your knees thanking me for the privilege.”

“But you don’t respect your males.”

“No, we do not.”

“Then why should I thank you for anything?”

“You shouldn’t,” Nirivi said. “Dragons should take what they want and apologize for nothing.”

Her eyes flashed so dangerously, so seductively, that my blood boiled in my veins. Without warning, I grabbed her thighs, picked her up, and slammed her against the wall. Her hand, still stroking my ear, shifted to the back of my skull and pulled our mouths back together. The slit of her dress was high enough that her legs had no difficulty wrapping around me, and I could feel the heat of her drow core pulsing against my cock, separated only by the slightest bit of fabric.

Keeping one hand on her thigh, I used the other to grab the drawstring of her panties and pull. They fell to the floor at our feet, and I immediately brought my swollen tip to her smoldering entrance—

“Nau!” Nirivi snapped, her fingers shifting from my head to my ears and giving them both a painful squeeze.

I froze, confused and frustrated and tempted to thrust into her regardless, especially since her breaths remained hot and rapid.

“You are violating tradition, veldruk,” she said.

I swallowed in a desperate attempt to contain my growing lust. It didn’t work. “What?”

“Dragons may enjoy the flesh of any female they desire, but only if she is properly branded or collared.” She stretched out and nibbled my lower lip. “I am neither.”

“I break tradition every day. If I don’t spill inside you, then—”

“I am no mere darthiir slut,” Nirivi interrupted. “You will not be able to contain yourself when you feel my embrace.”

My cock twinged in anticipation, increasingly desperate for a warm, wet sheath. “I passed your first trial,” I reminded her. “Eventually.”

She shook her head. “You narrowly endured my lightest touch. You will not survive my full embrace.”

I rolled my hips forward, easing my tip a half inch into her folds. “Then what do you suggest?”

“You cannot claim my quim unless you intend to seed me, veldruk.”

She nibbled at my lower lip again. This time her teeth drew blood, but for some reason the flash of pain made me hotter.

“Fortunately for you,” Nirivi added, her voice a hot, velvet purr, “there is fallow ground nearby.”

It was, without a doubt, the strangest way that a woman had ever asked me to fuck her in the ass. But that only made me more eager to accept the invitation.

Sliding my hands further down her thighs, I hoisted her calves up onto my shoulders to give me a better angle, then slowly eased my tip to her nether entrance instead. Her fingers squeezed the back of my head as I pushed inside her.

“It will hurt,” I warned.

“Never make a promise you cannot keep,” Nirivi crooned. “Jivundus zhah lil colbauth ulu srigtul—pain is the gateway to pleasure.”

Her hands squeezed my head and pulled me in for another kiss. Her breath was heavy, her tongue a living flame. I pushed an inch deeper, drawing a moan from her lips that was equal parts anticipation and agony. I pulled back then eased in deeper, forcing myself into the molten vise-grip of her bowels. I was so hard and ready that I could have torn her apart, but she must have known that.

“Are you all right?” I asked, pulling away just enough to speak. “Because I could—”

“Do not patronize me, veldruk,” Nirivi hissed. “You…you are not the only one being tested.”

Her hands left the sides of my head, and I felt a chill on my skin as she channeled the Aether. I had no idea what she was doing until I felt the cold on my throat. She abruptly pulled both of her hands to the side, and I realized she had conjured an icy garrote to choke me.

“If you are going to take me,” she growled, pulling the icy band tighter, “then take me!”

The pain on my neck should have annoyed me; the fact she thought she could get away with this should have enraged me. And yet, for some reason, my cock swelled even larger in her bowels. All I could think about was driving deeper and deeper into her ass until she begged me to stop…

And so I did. Rolling my hips, I began to thrust more forcefully, pounding her body into the wall and penetrating an inch deeper with every push. Nirivi pulled her icy garrote in rhythm with my thrusts and her breathless moans. I could tell it was causing her pain, but she loved every moment of the torment.

“Siyo…yes!” she panted. “Medose, jaluk!”

Nirivi yanked her icy bands so tightly that spots had started appearing in my vision, but I barely noticed. All I could think about was the crushing heat of her bowels and how much I wanted to flood them. By the time I finally hilted myself all the way inside, I was already losing control and about to burst.

“Nau!” she snarled again, her breaths so hard she struggled to get out the word. “If you wish to brand my flesh…ngnnn…you will…oooo…you will spill when I command, not an instant before!”

I hilted myself inside her again, then paused and brought our lips back together. Our breaths were hot on each other’s face.

“I am the dragon here,” I told her. “I give the orders.”

“Dos orn—”

“The only question,” I interrupted, “is whether you are willing to obey.”

Nirivi’s eyes flashed, and she tugged her frozen noose even tighter. “I will never obey a male,” she said, biting out every word. “I must be forced to submit.”

“Then it’s time,” I growled back, just as breathless, “to learn your place.”

Lifting her off the wall, I twisted us both around and slammed her down onto the carpet beneath me. She yelped in surprise, her icy garrote shattering as I broke her concentration. I pulled out of her, then roughly flipped her over and mounted her like a bitch in heat. Ripping her dress out of the way with one hand, I got a firm hold of her white hair with the other. Then, snapping her head back, I brought my mouth to her ear.

“This is where you belong,” I growled. “Are you ready to submit?”

“Neve…uh,” Nirivi insisted, the world melting in a moan as I brought the tip of my stem back to her ass. “Not to a mere rivvil jaluk!”

“Then take your punishment.”

She cried out as I thrust back into her bowels, her squeal another heady mix of agony and ecstasy. The privacy runes dampening the sound in here were about to be put to the test…

I pulled out then slammed into her again, keeping her hair pulled back so my teeth could graze the tip of her pointed ear. Nirivi whimpered with each violation, her hands clawing at the carpet despite her meager protests. Her dress was so torn I could see her entire gray backside, and as I pounded into her ass, I slapped the left cheek until it turned red, then reached under her body to get a firm hold of her tits.

“This is what you wanted from the moment we met, isn’t it?” I breathed into her ear.

She clenched her teeth, but she was moaning so loudly she could barely speak. “Arrogant male!”

“But it’s true, isn’t it?” I asked, yanking her hair back with one hand and twisting her nipple with the other. “All that pride. All that power. Yet deep down, all you really want is to be broken.”

“Nau!” she managed. “I will never…ngn…never…yield…oh!”

“Lucky for you, I wanted it too.” I slapped her ass again, then picked up the pace until the smack of my hips striking her thighs was the only sound in the small room. “I knew that one day you’d kneel before me. That one day you’d be begging me to break you!”

“Nau…nau…siyo…yes!”

A tremor shuddered through her body as she finally climaxed, her already tight passage crushing me inside her. The cinderous clench was all it took to send me spiraling over the edge along with her, and I squeezed her tits and pulled her hair as I pumped jet after jet of hot dragon seed straight into her bowels. Every spurt was bliss, every shudder of her body perfection.

“You’re mine,” I breathed into her ear before giving the tip a gentle kiss. “All mine.”


Interlude
Rilas


The Underworld was every bit as unpleasant as Rilas had expected. The oppressive darkness, the foul stench, the labyrinthian corridors…it really was one massive, neverending dungeon. And that was without considering the abominable monsters lurking in every shadow.

Not that he was particularly concerned about those. He was a dragon with the power of a Godsoul fragment brimming inside him. Even the most wretched horror spawned by the darkness was no match for his might.

Still, he saw no reason to antagonize the native predators, mostly because he wasn’t alone. Captain Jhael, the drow shadow knight, escorted Rilas into the Dark and helped him navigate the treacherous corridors. Jhael’s guidance combined with his natural Palewalking abilities allowed them to travel quickly and safely through areas which would have been troublesome on foot.

The drow couldn’t travel through the Pale for as long as Rilas could, of course, since its dark energies wrought havoc on the flesh and bodies of the unattuned. The shadow knights never truly explored the Pale as he did. They were more like swimmers who would occasionally dip beneath the surface of the sea but never truly descend into the cold, crushing depths.

Yet they handled themselves well nevertheless. Jhael and his men had greatly impressed Rilas at the Temple of the Dragon Goddess in Karthuil, and they continued to impress him now. The fact that they were willing to explore the power of shadow magic instantly made them more useful than most of their highborn contemporaries. With Rilas’s knowledge and power guiding them, they could become the most dangerous warriors in Varellon. Even the famed Blade Dancers of Tir Lanathel would be no match for them.

Those musings kept Rilas occupied as they traveled, but eventually his guides brought him to a large, nearly empty cavern somewhere deep below the Sunbreak Ridge. He shifted from his Wyrmidon form to that of a White Wyrm when they arrived, and he stretched out his neck and wings in appreciation of the open space. He had grown up in the vast, interconnected passages of the Garothi Peaks, so he was accustomed to cramped quarters. But the more time Rilas spent as a dragon, the less tolerant he became of such restrictions. He had no intention of remaining in the Great Dark any longer than was absolutely necessary.

A handful of other drow were there waiting for them, mostly shadow knights in black adamantine armor like Jhael. Under different circumstances, he could imagine viewing their presence as a sign of respect, but that obviously wasn’t why General Sulestra had sent them here today. No, their presence was meant to be a not-so-subtle reminder that her elite soldiers were armed with adamantine blades sharp enough to cut dragon scales. She wanted the White Wyrm to know that she wasn’t powerless.

Rilas grinned at the thought. The problem with visible displays of strength was that they could just as easily be taken as evidence of weakness. If Sulestra were truly comfortable in her position, she wouldn’t have bothered to rely on petty theatrics. It told him all he needed to know about who he was dealing with…and how badly she required his help.

Captain Jhael assured him that he wouldn’t need to wait long, and fortunately for him—and his mistress—he was right. Several driders appeared from inside the adjoining caverns a few minutes later, their own armor and weapons suggesting they were as much of an honor guard as the shadow knights. General Sulestra herself followed in their wake.

“Lord Bastrel,” she said in a smooth, dark voice with only the hint of an accent. “It is a great honor to finally meet the future Dragon Sovereign of Lostrien in person.”

“It is my honor to meet the future Matron Mother of Ust Perya,” Rilas replied, grateful that he wouldn’t be expected to smile while in his dragon form. Spouting diplomatic nonsense was bad enough without needing to fake the proper body language along with it.

Sulestra did need to smile, and he had to admit that it looked quite convincing. “It is unfortunate that our parents were too short-sighted to see the wisdom of a proper alliance between House Bastrel and House Ulyr. This war could have been averted, and both our peoples would have been stronger for it.”

“Indeed,” the White Wyrm said. “Though as Zelioth teaches us, true strength can only be revealed through conflict.”

The drow’s red eyes flashed, though Rilas couldn’t tell if she approved of his knowledge or was disgusted that a mere highborn male had invoked the name of her goddess.

“I’m glad to see that you appreciate the Spider Queen’s wisdom,” Sulestra said. “In the fires of the coming battle, we shall both prove our worthiness to lead.”

Rilas nodded, studying the First Daughter more closely. By appearance, this was a woman attempting to play two roles at the same time. Her black adamantine chain skirt was light enough not to restrict the movement of her limbs but durable enough to protect against virtually any attack, possibly even a swipe from a dragon’s claw. Similarly, the nasty-looking spiked mace on her hip and the sturdy steel shield on her back looked like they had seen heavy use, so they weren’t purely ornamental.

The armor and weapons were the guise of General Sulestra, the military leader of a Great House army. Yet at the same time, there was no mistaking the fact that she was also presenting herself as a drow priestess. The stiletto heels of her knee-high metal boots were as sharp and long as daggers, and the fingertips of her gauntlets were essentially black claws. Even her chain hauberk, nominally designed for protection, was cut low enough to display her impressive gray cleavage.

The contrast would have been fascinating enough on its own, but Rilas could see beyond flesh and steel. Within this woman burned the same power as within his Tirzak disciples. As they were tethered to him by the invisible strings of his Godsoul fragment, so too was Sulestra tethered to her own goddess. The only difference was that her connection was much stronger. If he were inside the Pale, he would be able to see the Spider Queen’s binding tethers streaming off Sulestra as brightly as white ribbons in sunlight.

And yet, the tethers weren’t quite as strong as Rilas had expected. He was carrying a Godsoul fragment, while Zelioth was ostensibly a whole goddess trapped somewhere within the Pale. Her power should have eclipsed his by a huge margin. The realization was further proof that while the gods of the ancient world might not truly be dead, millennia of imprisonment had undeniably siphoned away much of their former strength. The husks that endured were vestigial echoes of gods rather than gods themselves.

“I trust that the Zertath Barra has served you well,” Sulestra said. “And I am pleased that you have come to honor our bargain.”

“Unlike so many of the treacherous families on the surface, House Bastrel honors its word,” Rilas replied. “Captain Jhael has told me a great deal about your forces and their capabilities. I am impressed. Despite their greater size, few houses in Lostrien could challenge the might of House Ulyr in battle.”

The First Daughter smiled. “Once my mother is gone and all of Zelioth’s power is mine to command, no house will be able to stand against us.”

Rilas glanced at her driders and shadow knights. “How close are you to victory?”

“My forces control nearly two-thirds of the city,” Sulestra said. “Unfortunately, my mother still commands the loyalty of the most powerful families. They are gathering their combined soldiers in Obok Vharr, the oldest and wealthiest district in Ust Perya.”

“Daerulis’s army still outnumbers ours,” Captain Jhael said from Rilas’s side. “If she and her allies are given time to regroup, they will likely be able to drive our forces out of the Spider Queen’s Temple and the House Ulyr estate.”

Sulestra turned and glowered at the shadow knight. But before she could excoriate him for being too truthful, Rilas spoke.

“So your initial attack failed,” the White Wyrm said. “And you are now searching for alternatives.”

The drow priestess shifted her withering glare at him. “I was not so foolish as to place all my hopes on killing my mother in a single blow,” she said, her voice tight but still controlled. “The primary objective was to drive her out of the temple and into the Obok Vharr. We have her surrounded—all that is required is a final thrust to destroy her while she recovers.”

“Then I hope you find my soldiers useful,” Rilas said. “Deploy them however you see fit, I don’t need them back.”

Her lip curled slightly; he couldn’t tell if it was disgust or amusement. “They will serve us well when we attack, though I doubt they will be necessary. With the White Wyrm of House Bastrel on our side, we shall crush my mother and all those too foolish to abandon her.”

Rilas snorted. He was about to inform her that he had no intention of participating in the battle himself, but she continued.

“Your timing is impeccable, but I just received news from my spies. An envoy from the surface arrived in the Obok Vharr a few hours ago. I do not know how they managed to sneak inside the walls; I can only assume that my sister helped them.”

“Your sister?” Rilas asked. “Our sister? Here?”

“Yes,” Sulestra said. This time, the contempt on her face was unambiguous. “I do not yet know how or why, but she is accompanied by the Dragon Princess and the dustborn wyrm. If my mother sought their aid, it means—”

“Kyriel is here as well?”

Sulestra said something, but Rilas was no longer paying her any attention. He had intended to return to the surface and allow his Tirzak to fulfil his end of the bargain. But if both Kyriel and his half-sister were here and finally unprotected by the wardstones in Tir Bereth…

Then this war was about to come to an end.


9
Knowledge


The first time I’d spent a night with Nirivi, I had been so thoroughly drained that I’d passed out on the chair in the Tet Shanaal. Her magical touch had made me spill so hard so many times that my balls had ached the next morning, and I’d wondered—and feared—what it would be like to spend a whole night in a Pain Maiden’s embrace.

Now I knew.

I groaned as my eyes reluctantly fluttered back open. I was lying naked on the carpet of the guest chamber subroom, the same place I’d been when I’d fired that glorious load deep inside Nirivi’s crushing bowels. The only difference was that the drow sorceress was no longer thrashing wildly beneath me. She was nowhere to be seen, in fact, and I felt a momentary rush of panic as I wondered how much time had passed. The privacy rune on the divider was no longer glowing, but it still appeared dark in the main room. I crawled forward, wondering if I’d slept so long that Kyriel and Vin had woken up…

But no. The room was still dim and peaceful, and the princess and the priestess still appeared to be sleeping comfortably. I felt as groggy as if I’d been unconscious for a decade, but it must have only been an hour or two.

“Damn,” I groaned, dragging myself to my feet.

Distantly, I wondered how Imperial dragons throughout history had survived the process of building their harems. As incredible as it was to enjoy the carnal embrace of so many beautiful women, tending to all their needs was already proving exhausting. Between Vinarys’s lust, Kyriel’s passion, Liawen’s tenderness, and Nirivi’s intensity, I was going to have my work cut out for me. And this was all before the other Great Houses inevitably started trying to get their unwed daughters beneath me…

Life was hard, I thought, snickering to myself at the absurdity of the situation. I had to be the luckiest man in the whole Empire if not the luckiest man who’d ever lived. How am I possibly going to manage?

Once I was back on my feet, I was tempted to make my way over to the bed and slide beneath the sheets with the girls, but I decided I should clean up first. The bathing pool worked similarly to the one in the palace, so filling it up wasn’t very loud. Once the runes had pumped enough water in the stone tub, I lowered myself in and allowed the soothing heat to envelop me. I found myself wishing that Nirivi were still here; her delicate elven body was surely sorer than mine…

I almost fell asleep in the water, but I eventually managed to drag myself to the bed and wedge myself behind Kyriel. She immediately rolled over and embraced me without even opening her eyes, and I just smiled and stroked her hair. As uncertain as the future was, I was ready to face it as long as the girls were here with me.

I didn’t end up sleeping much, but for some reason I still felt rested after lying next to the princess for a few more hours. For the first time, I was a little worried that she and Vin might demand some special attention before we got out of bed, but they were both focused on navigating the dangerous politics of the Underworld. Neither of them seemed aware of the special negotiations I’d had with Nirivi last night, so I decided to save that revelation for the proper moment.

The House Tharanys servants brought us food within minutes of me alerting the guards that we were awake, and Vin made sure to perform a quick alchemical test for poison before we actually ate anything. The bread tasted strange, since it wasn’t made from grain, but the strange fungal soup was filling enough on its own.

“I’m sure the Matron Mother will be expecting another meeting with me soon,” Kyriel commented as she finished eating. “We’ll see if she’s in the mood to compromise.”

The princess had put her leather armor back on, which surprised me—I figured that she would have slipped into one of her blue scale dresses to continue a formal negotiation with Daerulis. But given the inherent danger of our situation, I felt better with her having some protection, not to mention her bow.

“I wanted to ask Nirivi to arrange it so that it’s just the three of us,” she continued. “We might make more headway if there’s no additional audience.”

“The three of you?” I asked, leaning across the small dining table. “Just you two and Daerulis?”

“Yes.”

I shook my head. “I don’t like that one bit. I need to be there at your side.”

Kyriel smiled, then reached across the table and put her hand on mine. “You trust Nirivi, don’t you?”

“Yes, but—”

“Was I dreaming, or did she come in here in last night?” Vin interrupted with a frown.

“Uh, she did,” I confirmed. “We talked in the subroom so that we didn’t wake you up.”

“I thought so. What did she have to say?”

“She wanted to see how we were settling in,” I said more or less truthfully. “But yes, I trust her.”

“Then we’ll have her mother at a disadvantage, two on one,” Kyriel said. “Trust me, it will be a good chance to change the mood and make some progress. This type of thing always happens in important negotiations.”

“I’ll have to take your word for it.”

She patted my hand again, then smiled slyly. “Besides, this is the perfect opportunity for you and Vin to return to the Spire of Sorcery and do some research.”

I blinked. “What? Why?”

The princess pointed at Vin’s amulet. “Last time you were here, the Matron Mother said she didn’t know much about the relic. Well, now we can see if she was lying or not. With the tower emptied out, the two of you should be able to poke around without interference.”

“That’s actually a good idea,” Vin said, looking up at me. “You saw how many books were in there. It’s a vast library, much larger than the one in the palace.”

“Filled with books written in Qevlâs,” I pointed out. “Not sure how useful that’s going to be.”

“It might not matter. On our way through, I noticed several archival crystals at the workstations. They looked identical to the ones we use in Tir Bereth. The drow were part of the Empire once—they should have access to most of the same artifice.”

“And we won’t need to read the language to use them?”

Vin shrugged. “They should be able to locate books even if we can’t read them, and they can at least provide a quick summary if not a full accounting. I also wouldn’t be surprised if some of the books are written in Old Avetharri, either because they’re ancient or stolen from Imperial libraries.”

“In any event, it’s worth a try,” Kyriel said. “If we learn that Daerulis was lying, it means we should get some useful information. If she wasn’t lying…well, that’s still useful. We’ll know she’s capable of being honest.”

I grunted softly. I still didn’t like the idea of separating, but Kyriel seemed pretty adamant about it. And if we could learn more about this Shalassan relic, that might prove more useful than an alliance with House Ulyr. It remained our only reliable weapon against Rilas’s shadow magic.

“All right, fine,” I agreed reluctantly. “Just be careful. And if you think they’re going to try anything, remind them that I’d be happy to turn into a dragon and burn their city to the ground rather than let Rilas and Sulestra have it.”

Kyriel snickered, then stretched up and gave me a kiss. “I’ll give Daerulis that exact message.”
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Searching the entire Spire of Sorcery without aid would have taken an entire human lifetime, possibly two. But fortunately, Vin had been right: the drow possessed an identical system of archival crystals to help their scholars find information relatively quickly, and those same crystals meant that we could navigate the library even without speaking the local tongue. Despite how different everything else down here seemed, it was a reminder that all elves had been part of the same Empire in the distant past.

All told, it only took us about half an hour to locate and reach the correct section of the library, then perhaps another half an hour to search for useful information. The skirmish between the sorcerers here had damaged some of the books, but few had been outright destroyed. I did notice that quite a few tomes appeared to be missing, which made me wonder if Daerulis or Sulestra had already taken anything important. And oddly, the archival crystals didn’t possess enough specific information about the absent tomes to give us a definitive answer one way or another.

Given that she’d spent a good portion of her life studying history and religion, Vin was far more adept at navigating libraries and sifting through books than I was, but I still wanted to help as much as I could. Unfortunately, the books that weren’t written in Qevlâs were written in Old Avetharri, so there wasn’t much I could do besides pull them off the shelves for her and keep an eye out for trouble.

“There’s a lot to read through here,” Vin commented as she flipped through one of the books. Half a dozen others were laid out on the table in front of her. “Even more if we had a proper translator. This could take days, and I doubt the drow will be happy if we bring them all back to the Tharanys estate.”

“If we can narrow down the most important ones, we can invent some way to sneak them out,” I said. “This glamour stone has to be good for something.”

“True. If it can hide your glorious stem, it can probably hide half the books in this library.”

She tossed me a wry smile, then pointed at a different book. The pages were in remarkably good shape; I could sense the Aetheric enchantment protecting them from the ravages of time.

“This seems to be the one the Matron Mother’s scholars mentioned the first time you were here. It talks about ancient Shalassan cults and the moonstone pendants they used to wear. Doesn’t seem very useful or interesting.”

“And the rest?” I asked.

“Well, there’s one interesting thing in here for sure,” she said, her eyes brightening as turned to a page in a book she apparently hadn’t seen before. “Look at this.”

A highly detailed illustration of a tall, statuesque female wearing a loose flowing robe dominated the page in front of her. Oddly enough, the woman appeared to be human, not elven. The sky above her was dotted with stars, and her hand stretched up as if she were trying to pluck them from the night sky.

But Vin’s finger wasn’t actually pointing at the woman. She was tapping the smaller silhouette of the sleek, muscular panther standing in the shadows behind her…a panther that looked hauntingly familiar.

“What does this say?” I asked, crouching closer. I couldn’t read any of the words at the bottom of the page, but I could tell it was written in Avetharri script rather than drow.

“Shalassa the Moonmaiden,” Vin said. “And her loyal companion, Ithilvaran.”

I studied the drawing in silence, suddenly wishing that Kyriel had come with us. “Look, I know it can be hard to tell animals apart, but that must be Duatha, right?”

“Yes,” Vin said, her fingers touching the dark emerald in her amulet. “He’s the one who led us to this in the first place, but we’ve never understood why.”

“We have to show this to Kyri.”

“Definitely. The problem is, it doesn’t say anything about the pendant. It just talks about the rituals of ancient religions and has some illustrations of the Old Gods and their alleged avatars.”

I stared at the image again, wondering what it all meant. Was one of the Old Gods really trying to aid us? Vin’s sisterhood claimed that they were all malefic entities, and that helping mortals was the last thing they wanted to do. The fact that this Shalassa seemed to be reaching out to Kyriel, a princess with ten thousand years of dragon blood in her veins, was the most confusing part of all. Her distant ancestors were the ones responsible for banishing the Old Gods into the Pale. Why would they possibly want to help?

“Let’s keep looking,” I said. “Were there any others you wanted from the shelves?”

“No, it’s a matter of sorting through these.” Vin swept her eyes over the rest of her collection. “I’ll do what I can to—”

She was interrupted by a low, distant rumble, and I felt a faint tremor shudder through the stone floor beneath my feet. I held my breath and looked around, wondering what in the bloody void had just happened. A quake? A monster?

The answer came in the form of a distant horn crying out through the darkness. The sound was deep and bellowing, but the pounding drumbeats that followed left no doubt about the horn’s purpose.

“Sulestra’s forces are attacking,” I said. “We have to get back to Kyri.”

“Le’thos!” Vin swore, bouncing to her feet. “Which ones do we take?”

“All of them. No one’s going to care about us taking some books while a battle is raging.”

While Vin piled up the books, I frantically looked around for something we could use to carry them. The best I was able to come up with was a large cloak on one of the nearby bodies. It took a bit of effort to twist and tie it into a makeshift sack, but it was large enough to hold the half a dozen books Vin had identified as potentially useful.

The horn cried out again as we worked, and more vibrations shook the floor. Probably boulders being launched from catapults, if I had to guess. They seemed like an excellent first target for a dragon’s breath if we could get out of here.

I shifted into my Wyrmidon form as we moved, giving me the strength to toss the bag of books over my shoulder as if they were a loaf of bread rather than a bunch of dense, heavy tomes. Vin and I hustled through the corridors toward the exit…

Only to find that we were no longer alone.

A series of familiar chittering clicks came echoing up from the stairwell in front of us, and I had just enough time to wrap myself and Vin in Aetheric armor before three Tirzak warriors came rushing out to greet us. One of them leapt right at me, two of its four arms holding a massive blade. I was barely able to drop the books and draw my sword before it sliced into my scales.

Having fought mantis warriors many times, I had a good sense of their natural speed and strength. In my Wyrmidon form, blocking the attack should have been almost effortless, yet the collision of our weapons sent me stumbling backward. And a split second later, the Tirzak’s other two arms attempted to gut me with a pair of bone daggers.

I didn’t know if it was my Aetheric armor or my dragon scales that ultimately saved my life, but the fact that the blades still managed to draw blood meant that they would have ripped right through me without both. I snarled at the twin flashes of pain, then pushed as hard as I could to shove the Tirzak away and buy me a precious heartbeat to recover. I managed to conjure an Aetheric shield on my left arm right as one of the other Tirzak hurled a pair of spinning, serrated blades at my head.

It was only then, in the frantic heartbeats before the Tirzak charged me again, that I noticed how badly their chitinous bodies were burned. If one of them hadn’t just tried to overpower me, I wouldn’t have believed that they possessed sufficient strength to stand upright, let alone swing a weapon.

They’re already dead, I belatedly realized. These are the resurrected Tirzak the Dragon Father warned us about…

Before I could fully process the thought, one of the mantis warriors tried to hurl its daggers at Vin behind me. I twisted my body to block the weapons with my Aetheric shield, and at the same moment I felt her hands press against my back and flood my body with her Vaz Gorati magic. My dragon blood, already burning hot, exploded out of control. And when the next Tirzak lunged at me, I grabbed the haft of its weapon mid-swing, then hurled the creature across the room like a ragdoll. I heard the satisfying crunch of the shell when it struck the wall, and the monster didn’t get up.

A second Tirzak attacked me with a pair of bone spears, hoping to knock aside my shield with one and then impale me with the other. But with my Wyrmidon strength further amplified by Vin’s blood magic, even a demon-possessed Tirzak was no match for me. My shield didn’t budge when it slammed into me, and I split its chitinous head in two with a downward chop from my blade.

The last mantis warrior had wisely backed away several steps, and all four of its arms reached into its bandoleer and returned holding more throwing daggers. I braced myself, preparing to duck behind my shield again, but then the creature abruptly froze in place. All of its limbs, including its gangly legs, began twitching as if its muscles were spasming. It was only then that I heard Vin straining behind me, her hand outstretched as she used her magic to seize control of the Tirzak’s blood and its body along with it.

She wouldn’t be able to hold the creature forever, but she didn’t need to. I strode forward, sword clutched tightly in hand, and lopped the bug’s head from its body with a single brutal slash. Vin gasped as she released her spell, and the chitinous corpse collapsed to the floor.

“Shit,” I snarled, blood still pumping hard in my ears with her power coursing through me. “Rilas must be here. These are the Tirzak the Dragon Father warned us about.”

“What?” she stammered, clutching her wrist. The Flensing must have tried to take a bite out of her.

“Look at how badly they’re burned. They should be dead! Their corpses were possessed by demons. It must be why they were stronger than normal.”

“Demons…” Vin’s eyes went wide. “We can’t stay here. If you killed their hosts, then they will try to—”

Her voice cut out when the emerald amulet hanging from her neck began to glow so brightly that the entire chamber took on a faint green hue. I was worried the relic was about to harm her, and I was just about to tell her to take it off when I spotted movement from the Tirzak I’d thrown into the wall. Tendrils of translucent energy lifted from the broken shell, and after a few heartbeats they coalesced into an almost human shape with a torso, arms, and a head.

A demon.

My draconic mouth went dry as I looked at the other Tirzak bodies to see spectral demons crawling out of their husks as well. Spirits of the Pale were supposed to be invisible to the naked eye, and from everything I’d ever been told, they couldn’t survive for long in our realm without possessing a physical body like a parasite. Intact corpses were the easiest hosts, because there was nothing inside to fight back. But if the demons were strong enough, they could force their way into the bodies of living creatures as well…

“Careful!” I warned, leaping to Vin’s side. “We have to get out of here.”

I was about to grab her arm and haul her with me to the stairs when I saw the spirits leave the corpses and frantically crawl across the ground like mutilated soldiers whose torsos had been severed from their legs. I feared they might come for us, but they appeared to be avoiding the light from Vin’s amulet at all costs. I wondered if they might have been moving away altogether…until they all split up and sped toward the bodies of the dead drow sorcerers.

“Oh, shit,” I rasped. “Stay there, don’t move!”

I dashed over to one of the dead drow, sword ready to strike if the demon suddenly turned and crawled after me…not that steel was likely to be of much use against a disembodied spirit. Arcane magic might have done the trick, but earth magic wouldn’t. Throwing a hunk of stone wouldn’t harm it any more than my blade would. My only real chance was to deny them a host in the first place.

I stopped in front of the first body. I didn’t know how mutilated a corpse could be and still become a host for a demon, but so far the spirits didn’t seem impeded by gaping wounds or nasty burns. I’d had to thoroughly crush or behead the Tirzak to drive out the demonic hosts, so running around and decapitating the dead drow was probably an option. But that would be slow and brutal work, and there had to be a better alternative. Maybe the Tirzak just hadn’t been burned enough…

Rearing back, I sucked in a deep gulp of air, then spewed a cone of red-orange flame over the corpse, melting its remaining flesh right off its bones. The demonic spirits veered away from the smoldering body in search of another host, so I repeated the process on the others as quickly as I could. One of the demons vanished into the last corpse before I reached it, and the dead drow lurched upright, its eyes blazing green, before I incinerated it as well.

The spirit once again retreated from the body, and it and the other two began writhing in silent torment. They eventually turned and started toward me, but rather than try to attack them, I retreated toward Vin and her glowing amulet. The demons only made it halfway to us before they recoiled…and then seemed to dissipate into nothingness like smoke being blown away by a stiff wind.

“Faarea,” Vin breathed, holding up her cloak to try and block the acrid smoke rising from the scorched bodies. “What…what is this thing?”

I looked at the amulet. “Our best weapon against the shadows.”

I watched in amazement as the glow inside the dark emerald gradually faded. I didn’t sense any overt shifts in the Aether, but this relic clearly wasn’t anything like the magic we were accustomed to. I could have stood there examining it for several minutes, but then another tremor shook the floor beneath us.

“If Rilas managed to get these Tirzak into the Spire somehow, who knows where else he could have sent them,” I said. “We have to get to Kyriel.”

Swallowing heavily, Vin nodded and took my arm. Together we raced down the steps, having no idea what other horrors might be awaiting us.


Interlude
Kyriel


“My mother will never accept your offer of vassalage,” Nirivi said. “Even if she did, the other drow houses would never tolerate such an act of submission. Surely you understand this?”

“I do,” Kyriel said, crossing her arms. “But I thought it was important to lay the foundation before making any real offers. Would drow negotiate differently?”

“Drow rarely negotiate at all. We prefer to dictate terms, not deliberate over them.”

“Then it’s all the more important for me to show your mother that I will not be bullied or intimidated.”

Nirivi grinned in response, then took another sip from her wine. The two women were alone in the large chamber where they had been speaking with Matron Mother Daerulis until she’d been called away by one of her guards. Nirivi had poured them both another tall glass of the sweet purple liquid, but Kyriel had yet to drink any of hers. She intended to keep her mind sharp, and the drow liquor was considerably more potent than what she was used to on the surface.

Kyriel had once again chosen to negotiate while wearing her supple leather armor rather than formal attire. Aveshalare was slung over her back, and a slender moonsilver sword hung from her right hip. Nirivi had gone the opposite direction by exchanging her adamantine chainmail for one of her long, elegant black dresses.

The room itself was somewhat reminiscent of Sovereign Alessara’s war room in the palace, in the sense that it was clearly meant for deliberation among trusted advisors rather than general petitioners. The large, ominous metal chair on the far side was what Kyriel’s mother would call a “half-throne.” The seat was less opulent than the real thing, but it was still designed and positioned in such a way as to make it clear who was meant to sit there.

Distantly, Kyriel wondered if the matron of House Tharanys was annoyed that Daerulis had temporarily taken her place. Probably—the distance between an ally and a rival seemed precariously thin here in the Underworld.

“I must admit, I assumed that every darthiir princess was pathetically weak,” Nirivi said. “Yet another misjudgment on my part.”

“We all make them, from time to time.” Kyriel shrugged. “I assumed that you would be a murderous bitch, yet here we are sharing a drink.”

The drow sorceress laughed. It was a dark and husky sound, as seductive as it was smooth.

“Make no mistake, Quessan, I am a bitch,” Nirivi said. “But I’m also smart enough not to murder potential allies.”

“Good to know.”

Kyriel snickered, then decided to have a sip of her wine after all. The more she interacted with Nirivi, the more she liked her. Or at least, the more she respected her. The drow sorceress had an unmistakable allure, regardless of whether she was locked in a cell or sitting here in her home city. It was obvious why Sol found her so enticing. Though the heels and sexy outfits certainly didn’t hurt.

Hopefully they would figure out a way to survive this so that he could make Nirivi a proper dragon wife. She would be the perfect diplomatic liaison between their peoples, and her family’s powerful blood legacy meant she would be quite likely to give Sol a dragon child or two.

As a bonus, Kyriel thought, there was also a chance Nirivi could teach Sol some forbidden drow pleasure technique he could later share with me…

“When your mother gets back, we can try a different tactic,” Kyriel said, clearing her throat and burying the thought…for now. “Vassalage may be out of the question, but I’m going to need more than vague promises if she wants our help.”

“She’ll give them eventually, once she accepts the fact she has no choice,” Nirivi replied. “She’s probably debating that with her advisors right now. But the bottom line is that she needs aid, particularly from the handsome golden wyrm you keep on a leash.”

“Sol isn’t on anyone’s leash. He’s a Wyrm Lord.”

“One who is deeply enchanted with you. You shouldn’t be afraid of the power your beauty gives you over males. It is your right and duty as a female to exploit their weaknesses.”

Kyriel snorted. “You and I look at the world very differently.”

“Nonesense. We are both elves, yet we find the same rivvil male fascinating. How pitiable are we, the wizened rulers of these lands, to have become dependent on a mere dustborn?”

Nirivi gave Kyriel a wry smile, which the princess couldn’t help but return. “How pitiable indeed.”

The Pain Maiden finished her wine, then sauntered over to the refreshment table to pour herself another. The sultry sway of her hips was mesmerizing, though Kyriel couldn’t help but notice that the drow’s normally precise gait was wobblier than normal, almost as if she was sore. The long journey must have taken more out of her than they realized…

“My mother should be back any time,” Nirivi said as she uncorked the bottle. “Her officers wanted to brief her on—”

Her words were drowned out by the sound of drow voices outside. Kyriel heard the unmistakable clicking gait of the Matron Mother’s heels, and the door swung open a moment later. Daerulis strode inside, giving no visible indication that her advisors had convinced her to accept House Valostri’s terms. If anything, she appeared more confident than ever, which Kyriel took as a sign that the opposite was true. The Matron Mother was well aware that she needed help, and that the Dragon Princess was the only one who could provide it.

“Mother,” Nirivi greeted. “Is something wrong?”

“Not at all,” Daerulis said. “I am eager to continue our negotiations…that is, assuming our guest is willing to take them seriously.”

The Matron Mother glided over to the half-throne on the other side of the room. As she sat down, Kyriel swore that the numerous stone spiders on the base of the chair moved, but it was probably her imagination.

“My advisors have informed me that our forces are nearly in position to launch a counterattack,” the Matron Mother said as she crossed her leather-sheathed legs. The claws on her black gauntlets impatiently tapped the arms of her chair. “If Her Highness wishes to share in the spoils of our victory, she should consider my terms of alliance.”

Kyriel smiled. “I will remind you again that Dragon Sovereigns seek fealty, not alliances. By right of Imperial law and the divine blood of the Dragon Goddess, my family rules the lands of Lostrien, whether they are above or below the surface.”

The Matron Mother’s eyes narrowed, but Kyriel continued before she could protest.

“However,” the princess went on, “that doesn’t mean we are blind to the political realities here within the Dark. Proclaiming your vassalage to a surface house would destroy your claim to rule, so it is something you can never accept. But perhaps there is a way for us to be more clever than our rivals.”

“Perhaps,” Daerulis said, the hint of a smile tugging at her lips. “What do you propose?”

“First, we must…”

Kyriel trailed off when she heard drow voices shouting outside the room. They were too muffled to be right outside the door, but they might have been coming from the estate courtyard. Nirivi and her mother looked as confused as Kyriel felt, but before any of them could do anything, a booming explosion shook the building so hard that the princess was knocked off her feet.

Nirivi landed nearby, her wine glass flying from her fingertips and crashing to the floor. Above them both, cracks began forming in the ceiling, sprinkling dust all over the audience chamber, and for a horrifying heartbeat, Kyriel feared the entire building might collapse on top of them. She reached out to grab Nirivi’s arm, planning to shift them both into the Pale in order to escape…

But then the rumbling stopped as quickly as it had started, and all she could hear were panicked screams and shouts from outside. The estate might not have been coming apart, but they were clearly under attack.

Sulestra, it seemed, had made her move.

The Matron Mother spat a barrage of what sounded like vicious drow curses as she vaulted out of her chair. “Kyorle!”

She seemed to be calling out for her guards, but the door to the chamber remained closed. Nirivi hissed as she and Kyriel scrambled back to their feet.

“Something struck the estate,” she said, her red eyes darting up at the cracked ceiling. “That sounded like a catapult boulder.”

“How is that possible?” Kyriel stammered. “Shouldn’t your sentries have warned you if they brought their siege weapons into range? Why haven’t your sorcerers erected barriers over the estate?”

Daerulis bit out another curse. “I do not know. But the males responsible for this failure will suffer for their incompetence.”

She stormed toward the door. Kyriel followed behind her, unclipping Aveshalare from her back as she moved. Magic surged through the black wooden limbs the moment she squeezed the grip.

Thank the Goddess I insisted on keeping my weapons, she thought, gritting her teeth and mentally preparing herself for a fight. Not that she wanted to get into one if they could avoid it. If they were under attack, then they needed to find a way to get to Sol and Vin as fast as possible…

The Matron Mother was only a few angry steps from the door before it burst open. A drow guard wearing heavy steel plate and a House Tharanys crest appeared, a glaive clutched in both hands.

“Zhennu Ilharess!” he blurted out, staring at Daerulis as he blurted out more words Kyriel didn’t understand.

“Kreshorlh,” Daerulis growled, her eyes flashing as if she might claw his face off before giving him another chance to speak. “What is happening?”

She switched languages, presumably so that the guard would explain the situation in a way that Kyriel could understand as well as the drow. But before the man could actually say anything, he gasped and toppled forward. He landed face-first on the floor, a curved throwing dagger made of sharpened bone sticking out the back of his helmet. Behind him, three Tirzak were standing in the corridor.

Kyriel had no idea where the mantis warriors had come from or how they could have possibly gotten into the estate, but the sight of a familiar enemy triggered her survival instincts. She instantly lifted her bow, and the shadowy string materialized at her fingertips along with a magical arrow. She launched the projectile at the doorframe while the Tirzak tried to rush inside, and a hissing explosion of green Palefire consumed all three of them.

It was only when they fell over, their bodies drained of life by the cold shadowy flame, that Kyriel realized how mangled the warriors were before she’d struck them. Had they already fought through a score of drow guards to get here? If so, why hadn’t they heard anything?

One of the Tirzak was still crawling forward after the blast faded, his shell so drained and desiccated it looked as if it were centuries old. There were more Tirzak behind him now, some engaging the guards in the hall and others about to leap over the bodies of their companions. Kyriel channeled more dark energy into her bow and conjured another arrow—

Only to pause when the temperature in the room abruptly dropped and a wall of thick, crystallized ice sealed the door and encased the crawling Tirzak. The creature chittered wildly, half its torso trapped on their side. Its desiccated body tried to pull itself free, but Nirivi summoned a dagger-like shard of ice into her hand and hurled it into one of the Tirzak’s bulbous, insectoid eyes.

“The ice will not hold them for long,” she warned.

Daerulis turned and glared at her daughter. “I will not cower like a helpless rothe!”

Dark energy gathered at the Matron Mother’s fingertips. The closest Kyriel had ever come to seeing the disciple of an Old God channel their master’s power was Rilas’s Tirzak minions, but Daerulis was surely much more powerful…

“If you fall, the Spider Queen will have only one champion,” Nirivi said to her mother. “Sulestra knows the other houses will surrender to her the moment you are gone. We cannot take the risk. Let your guards fight for us.”

“I’m not sure there are any guards left,” Kyriel said, grimacing. She could hear fighting in the corridor outside and some of the mantis warriors were bashing the wall. Their bone weapons may have been primitive by Avetharri standards, but they would be more than sufficient to chop through ice.

“Then I will destroy the invaders myself,” Daerulis said. “Release your—”

“How far can your shadow knights travel through the Pale?” Kyriel interrupted, her stomach tightening now that she had a moment to start thinking things through.

“Not far,” Nirivi said, frowning. “A few yards, maybe a few dozen at most. Why?”

“Because a few yards wouldn’t be enough to sneak Tirzak all the way through your lines and into the estate. Rilas must be here—he’s taking his warriors with him through the Pale.”

“Impossible,” the Matron Mother said. “A sargt khaliizi protects the estate.”

Reaching out with her own shadow powers, Kyriel slowly shook her head. “Not anymore. There’s no barrier strengthening the Veil. I can feel the power of the Pale.”

Daerulis paused, probably attempting to discern if the princess was deceiving her. Because if not, the implication was clear: Sulestra had spies within the estate. And not just any spies, either, but ones that were capable enough to reach the wardstone and either destroy it or move it in preparation for a surprise attack. Either all of House Tharanys had betrayed her, or someone very important within the family had.

“Xsa,” Nirivi hissed. “What do we do?”

Kyriel glanced up and looked around the room as if Rilas might materialize inside the walls at any moment. Her mind flashed back to the night on the balcony where he had appeared and kidnapped her…

But you aren’t helpless this time, she told herself. You have the same powers that he does. Use them!

“I can get us all out of here,” Kyriel said. “If we move quickly, we might be able to get out of the estate and reach the tower before the energies of the Pale overwhelm the two of you.”

“Into the Pale?” the Matron Mother asked incredulously. “Where even the gods themselves cannot escape?”

“She is a Palewalker, Mother, like I told you,” Nirivi said. “She can lead us into and out of the shadow realm. We could travel virtually anywhere in the city.”

“It won’t be pleasant,” Kyriel added. “The trip will need to be short. But it will allow us…”

The princess felt more than heard the movement behind them, and she whirled around in time to see the wall behind the half-throne ripple almost like water. A familiar figure materialized out of the shadows a heartbeat later, his pearlescent scales seeming brighter than ever.

“I must offer you my thanks, Matron Mother Ulyr,” Rilas Bastrel said, his raspy, wasting voice deeper than normal thanks to his Wyrmidon form. “For gathering my sister and my wife together in the same place.”

Kyriel didn’t hesitate. Another arrow appeared between her fingertips, and she launched it straight at the White Wyrmidon’s face. But somehow, his claw flashed up and snatched the projectile out of the air when it was still several inches from his face. The Palefire burned out like a candle snuffed between wet fingers.

“I see that you continue to grow in strength, Your Highness,” Rilas said. “Good. I can only begin to imagine the powers we will pass on to our children.”

You aren’t helpless. You have the same abilities that he does!

Kyriel repeated the affirmation to herself, but the words were dull and hollow. Fear seeped into her—the same fear she’d felt in that cage in the Doriath Mountains where this monster had stood there leering at her and planning their future together…

But while Kyriel was stunned, the Matron Mother took action. The dark energy that had been gathering at her fingertips crackled, and as she lifted her hands, three black tentacles made of pure Aetheric energy rose up from the floor as if she had summoned some terrible monsters from the depths of the sea. Rilas didn’t have time to move before the tendrils grabbed hold of him and lifted him off the floor.

“Arrogant male!” she snarled, her red eyes blazing and her black gauntlets still glowing with power. “You dare challenge the Spider Queen’s power?”

Despite his great physical strength, Rilas seemed unable to break free no matter how hard he struggled. And yet, for some reason, Kyriel didn’t see a hint of fear in his good blue eye or his milky dead one.

“Stay back!” the princess warned.

As if on cue, Rilas sucked in a gulp of air, then spewed a cone of frost from his draconic maw. Even with the tentacles choking him, Kyriel knew that his breath would be powerful enough to freeze flesh and shatter bone. It would have struck the Matron Mother if Nirivi hadn’t thrust out her hand and conjured another wall of ice between them, thwarting her half-brother’s attack.

But Rilas still didn’t seem angered or worried. Even after his icy breath was spent, he chuckled darkly to himself.

“I had hoped that we would share our father’s gift, sister,” he said, voice stretched and strained. “Our father’s blood may not have blessed you with scales, but it has given you considerable power nonetheless.”

“Your father’s blood is ours now, fool,” Daerulis spat as the wall of ice crumbled. “Your ancestral legacy belongs to House Ulyr.”

She clenched her black gauntlet into a fist, and the tentacles tightened around Rilas’s body like a trio of constricting snakes all attempting to crush the same prey.

“I may have underestimated Sulestra, but she clearly overestimated you,” the Matron Mother said. “You were manipulated into being her pawn, just like I manipulated your father into being mine.”

“My father was a man of limited vision,” Rilas managed. “But I assure you, Great Matron…I am not.”

His blue eye flashed, and the entire room began to transform around them. Kyriel could feel the very fabric of the Veil bending around them, but when she tried to reach out with her own powers to stop it, she realized it was too late. A typhoon of dark energy was pulling them all into the Pale.

“Velbol?” the Matron Mother gasped. Beside her, Nirivi realized what was happening and visibly braced herself, though there was nothing she could do.

As for Kyriel herself, she was fully accustomed to the fading colors and deathly cold air of the shadow realm. But this time, there was something completely unexpected waiting for them on the other side.

Light.

She inhaled sharply when she saw the glowing green orbs all around them, wondering what they could be. It was as if dozens of glowstones had been scattered across the estate, and she could somehow see their radiance through the walls. At first, she wondered if Rilas had done something wrong while he had pulled them into the Pale, that perhaps they were somehow trapped between two worlds.

But as her senses fully adjusted to the shadow realm, she realized the light wasn’t coming from distant torches or magical glowstones, but from bodies. The lights moved awkwardly, mostly in small groups, as if they were systematically hunting for prey.

The Tirzak. The glow was coming from the Tirzak…or rather, what was inside them.

They’re possessed, Kyriel realized. These were the Tirzak that her father had warned them about, the ones Rilas had raised outside Tari Hyare!

The princess had never actually seen a demon before—they were invisible in the physical world, and even in the Pale they were typically little more than distant whispers trying to pry into her mind. But viewed from here inside the shadow realm, the haunting silhouettes of the malefic beings were like tiny stars amidst the great void of the sky. There were dozens of them, possibly hundreds, all throughout the estate.

And they weren’t the only glowing sights before her. When Kyriel turned to look at the Matron Mother, she could see brilliant tendrils of energy stretching out from her body and into the endless void of the Pale. It reminded her of the Tirzak channelers who had been drawing their strength from Rilas in the Garothi Peaks. When she had tracked them down, she had been able to see the tendrils of energy connecting them to their master, the dragon carrying the fragment of a Godsoul. The Matron Mother had the same connection to the Spider Queen.

“Your goddess should be stronger here,” Rilas said, his voice hollow in the shadow realm but no longer strained. “But I have come to realize that Zelioth is just as broken as the other defeated Valathrim.”

With a deep roar, the Bastrel scion began to transform into a full white wyrm. The tentacles summoned by the Matron Mother, once seemingly indestructible and inescapable, frayed and snapped like old twine. Normally, a dragon never would have been able to fit inside the estate, but physical objects in the Pale could be shaped by force of will as well as strength of muscle. The room and walls stretched and grew to accommodate the White Wyrm’s massive body.

Inside his white scales, Kyriel could see another glow—the glow of the Godsoul fragment that gave him his power. It was brighter and larger than the formless blobs of energy inside the Tirzak, but it still looked disturbingly similar, almost as if Rilas himself were possessed. That couldn’t be a coincidence…

“The corpses of the gods have been imprisoned for so long that they have been devoured by vermin,” Rilas said, his nostrils flaring as he loomed over them. “Their bodies—their very souls—are everywhere yet nowhere.”

“Nau Zhadur…” Daerulis breathed, looking up at the dragon as her breath chilled in front of her. “Zelioth’s power cannot be denied!”

Raising her gauntlets, the Matron Mother summoned more tentacles beneath Rilas, but when they attempted to grab his arms and legs, he broke free with a single twitch. Furious, Daerulis assaulted him with spectral webs instead, attempting to restrain him with dozens upon dozens of glimmering magical strands. Yet once again, the White Wyrm effortlessly snapped himself free.

“You channel the echo of an echo, priestess,” Rilas said in the same arrogant, patronizing tone he had used with Kyriel when she’d been his prisoner. “You try to dam the river of power, but only I can control its flow. You are a mere disciple, while I am a dragon god.”

“You’re a deluded madman!” Kyriel growled, conjuring and releasing another arrow. Here in the shadow realm, her dark magic was stronger than ever…but so was his. The Palefire projectile once again snuffed out before it struck his scales.

Nirivi tried to help with an attack of her own, but it was as futile as when she had tried to use her magic the first time Kyriel had crossed her over. Nirivi was a sorceress, but there was no Aether for her to channel in the shadow realm, only the pure, unstilled power of the Pale itself.

There was no way they could defeat Rilas here, not without Sol or Vinary’s amulet. And he obviously knew that.

“You will return us!” Daerulis demanded, magical power reverberating in her words. “Zelioth demands your obedience!”

“Gods do not obey other gods,” Rilas said, taking a heavy step closer to the three women in front of him. “We command our faithful, and we reward them with great power. But even more importantly, we deny that power to others.”

Lifting his right claw, he slashed through the air. Kyriel leapt backward, and both drow did the same. But Rilas wasn’t swatting at their bodies—he was swatting at the glimmering ephemeral tethers connecting the Matron Mother to the Spider Queen. They came apart as easily as the webbing she’d summoned, and as the connection between goddess and priestess was severed, Daerulis let out an agonized scream.

“Ilhar!” Nirivi shrieked, reaching for her mother. But before she could take Daerulis’s arm, Rilas snatched Nirivi up in his other claw and lifted her into the air.

“I am sorry, sister, but the people of our world cry out for new leadership,” Rilas said. “In the Empire, in Lostrien…and here in Ust Perya.”

“Verin jaluk!” Daerulis shouted in defiance despite the pain clearly wracking her body. “The Spider Queen will never—argh!”

Her words echoed in his cavernous maw as he leaned forward and opened his mouth, then cut off in a single wet shriek as Rilas snapped his jaw shut.

Nirivi screamed. It was so loud, so shrill, that it should have been deafening. Yet the only sound Kyriel could hear was the crunch of the Matron Mother’s bones. Rilas reared back, the white scales of his throat bulging as he swallowed Daerulis whole right in front of her daughter.

It didn’t seem real. It shouldn’t have been real. And yet it was happening right in front of them, the most horrific and macabre demonstration of a dragon’s power imaginable.

Kyriel wanted to shoot him. She wanted to stab him. She wanted to do anything to stop his insanity before it devoured everyone in Lostrien. But for all her gifts, all the power teeming inside her, she wasn’t really a dragon. She still couldn’t ignite her blood and transform.

And in this world, that meant she was nothing. Just the Poisoned Princess who couldn’t protect anyone, including herself.

“It’s time to come with me, Your Highness,” Rilas said, reaching out with his right claw. He was still clutching Nirivi in his left while she shouted and thrashed. “The drow can slaughter themselves as they see fit. The three of us shall return to Oro Sarn where we can—”

The black streak in front of Kyriel’s face was so quick—and the feral snarl which followed it so loud—that the princess flinched and fell to the floor. It took several seconds for her eyes to adjust and several more to believe what they were seeing. Rilas was no longer reached out for her, nor was he still holding onto Nirivi. He was stumbling backward, baring his teeth, while a furry blur a fraction his size slashed and bit at his underbelly. Eventually, Rilas tried to smash his attacker with both claws, at which point the black blur leapt away and positioned himself protectively in front of Kyriel.

Duatha. It was Duatha.

Here in the shadow realm, her normally spectral companion was as real and tangible as Kyriel herself. His hackles were raised, and his green eyes were glowing as brightly as balls of Palefire.

“Nau Zhadur…” Nirivi gasped, laying on the floor where Rilas had dropped her. She looked stunned and horrified and anguished all at once, and Kyriel could see her gray flesh starting to turn black as the dark energies of the Pale siphoned her life force.

“What…what is this?” Rilas roared, steadying himself and looking down at the bloody streaks on his body. No mere panther should have been able to penetrate the scales of a dragon.

Duatha threw back his head and let out his own roar, which somehow echoed through the hollow space of the Pale as if they were back in the physical world. The panther then turned and looked at her with its burning green eyes…and Kyriel knew exactly what she needed to do.

“We have to go,” she breathed, scrambling to her feet and reaching to grab Nirivi. “We have to go now.”

“But where—”

Kyriel didn’t give the Pain Maiden time to finish her question. She pulled the other woman upright, then yanked her along and charged toward the closest wall. Even without looking over her shoulder, Kyriel could feel Rilas reaching out for her again only to snarl in frustration when Duatha launched another attack. Somehow, someway, the spirit had come to buy her time to escape, and she intended to take the opportunity before it was too late.

Concentrating on the wall in front of them, Kyriel willed the stone to open for them. They rushed out of the room and into another, and she frantically looked around in search of a possible exit. The glowing, amorphous bodies of the demons that infested the Tirzak were still all around them, and she could see even more far enough away that they must have been outside the estate.

But there was another light, too, one that was rapidly moving toward them. And it wasn’t green, but white, like a full moon gleaming defiantly in an otherwise black sky.

“Vinarys,” Kyriel said. “I think that’s Vinarys and Sol!”

Nirivi tried to follow her gaze, but the drow was trembling so badly she could barely stay upright. Her skin was ice cold—she had to get out of the shadow realm soon.

Rilas let out another roar behind them, and she heard the familiar blast and crackle of his freezing breath. But then she heard Duatha again, still trying to hold the White Wyrm’s attention as long as possible.

While she had never fully been able to explain why, Kyriel had always trusted the mysterious spirit. She had just known that he was there to help her. And today, he had proven it beyond all shadow of a doubt. Without him, they would be dead. With him, they at least had a chance.

“This way,” Kyriel said. “Quickly.”
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In Light, Darkness


I spewed another gout of flames from my mouth, incinerating two more drow corpses before they could become demonic hosts. There couldn’t possibly be that many left in the Spire of Sorcery, since I had made it a point to destroy every body we came across. But as we approached the main exit, the din of battle outside grew louder. I might have been able to deny the demons a foothold inside here, but there were surely going to be hundreds if not thousands of other potential hosts soon…and that was assuming they didn’t start trying to force themselves into the bodies of the living instead.

“Come on,” I beckoned.

Vinarys nodded and followed me toward the exit. She was trying to use the cowl of her cloak to cover her nose, but the stench of all the roasting bodies was clearly getting to her. Fresh air would have been nice, but sadly there was no such thing here in the Underworld. The best we could hope for was to escape the miasma of death, but that seemed unlikely given where we were heading.

And unfortunately, my suspicions were proven right. The moment we left the tower, we got our first glimpse of the battle engulfing Ust Perya…and it may have been even worse than I’d feared.

Each of the city’s numerous districts was like an individual cavern-within-a-cavern, and the one we were unfortunate enough to find ourselves in was quite literally on fire. Flaming boulders were raining down on many of the largest buildings, and several of the huge noble estates had taken hits powerful enough to demolish entire wings. I assumed that was the cause of the vibrations we had felt in the tower earlier, though the defenders appeared to have finally erected proper Aetheric barriers. Now the boulders were smashing into invisible domes of energy before shattering into thousands of pieces of rubble.

Below, on the actual streets, battles were raging everywhere, mostly among groups of dustborn rather than elves. Orcs, minotaurs, humans…they were all out there, fighting and killing on behalf of one drow house or another. Not because they were loyal to Sulestra or the Matron Mother, but because the drow had given them no choice. Dustborn slave soldiers had been the fodder of Imperial armies on the surface for thousands of years, and the same was true here in the Great Dark.

Other than some driders and a handful of officers here and there, I didn’t see any drow at all. I had a sneaking suspicion that another battle—the real battle—was taking place in the shadows elsewhere.

“Faarea…” Vinarys breathed, pushing herself more tightly against me. “What do we do?”

“Same thing we were doing before—get to Kyriel.” Grimacing, I reinforced the Aetheric armor I had already wrapped around her. “Stay close.”

The House Tharanys estate was only a few blocks away, so it hadn’t taken us long to get there when we had first arrived through Nirivi’s secret passage. But now that the streets were overflowing with soldiers, it was going to be a lot more complicated to move from one point to another. I considered transforming into a full dragon—I could fly Vinarys to the estate in no time. But the moment I did so, I would become the biggest target in the district. The drow would never waste precious adamantine by giving it to their dustborn fodder, so I had little to fear from their arrows or quarrels, but there could have been shadow knights and assassins all over the district. It seemed foolish to take unnecessary risks.

Besides, Sulestra and Rilas might not know we were in the city yet, so there was still a chance we could leverage that fact to our advantage…

With that thought in mind, I pulled Vin into the nearest alleyway and started heading toward the estate. I kept my conjured shield high as we moved, fully prepared to intercept any stray projectiles that might come our way. I kept expecting drow assassins to leap out from the darkness as we slipped from street to street, but the shadows remained dormant. The biggest challenge on the route was avoiding the dead bodies of dustborn slaves and the occasional giant spider or mind-controlled abomination Sulestra’s forces had used as shock troops.

There was only one major street separating us from the estate, and as Vin and I darted across, I spotted a particularly large pile of bodies about twenty yards to our left. Dozens of men and monsters had clashed there, painting the smooth stone with blood and gore. But what ultimately drew my attention were the arms and legs thrashing inside the heap. At first, I thought the flailing limbs were merely a macabre display of the soldiers spending their final moments bleeding out, but as the men gradually freed themselves and stood, I realized the truth was much worse.

My earlier prediction was already coming true: the demons inside the Tirzak were finding new hosts among the carnage. Grimly, I wondered if Rilas understood the full extent of the horror of what he had unleashed here.

The demons weren’t simply going to retreat through the Veil when the battle was finished. The malevolent spirits of the Pale wanted nothing more than to escape their prison and live inside the mortal world, so the carnage wasn’t going to end no matter which drow priestess triumphed in this uprising. Rilas was dooming Ust Perya, and there was no way the infestation would remain underground.

But then, maybe that was his goal all along, I thought darkly. He had clearly gone insane, though I wondered how much of that madness was a result of the power brimming inside him. His Tirzak warriors were possessed by demons, but the White Wyrm was playing host to something even more powerful. What could the fragment of a dead god do to a man’s mind? Divine power fused with mortal ambition was the worst combination imaginable. The fact that Rilas had a continent-sized chip on his shoulder would only add fuel to the flames of his madness.

But there was nothing any of us could do about it right now, so I had no choice but to press onward. Vinarys and I had just ducked into the alleyway outside the House Tharanys estate when I heard a pained gasp from behind us. I whipped around, expecting to see a group of wounded soldiers. But instead, Kyriel and Nirivi blinked into existence as if they had stepped out of a nonexistent doorway.

“Kyri!” Vin gasped, rushing to the princess’s side with me right behind her. Kyriel didn’t appear to be wounded, but the tattoos on her right arm were glowing a bright, Pale-corrupted green.

“I’m fine,” Kyriel insisted, her voice strained as she spoke through clenched teeth. “She’s the one who needs your help.”

I turned to Nirivi. The drow sorceress was shivering as if she’d spent an hour walking through the Garothi Peaks in the middle of winter. Her light gray skin had turned almost Avetharri white, and her ruby eyes seemed unable to focus.

“Le’thos,” Vin swore as she touched the other woman’s arm and began channeling restorative blood magic. I crouched over all three of them, my glimmering Aetheric shield held above us in case someone tried to ambush us while we were vulnerable.

“What happened?” I asked, giving Kyriel’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze with my free hand.

“The Tirzak stormed the estate,” she said. “Rilas is moving groups of them around the Pale to bypass all the defenses and fortifications.”

I grimaced. “The same happened to us in the Spire of Sorcery. But I thought the estate was protected by a wardstone?”

“Our best guess is that Sulestra had someone on the inside.”

Kyriel cast a glance at Nirivi, but the drow still didn’t look like she could speak. I had no idea what Pale corruption could do to a living body or if the damage could even be healed.

“Rilas appeared and attacked us directly,” the princess added, her voice low. “The Matron Mother is dead.”

Vin looked up, her face turning pale. My stomach twisted into a tight, anxious knot.

“He tried to take us with him,” Kyriel said. “And he would have succeeded if it weren’t for Duatha.”

“Duatha?” I stammered. “How…?”

“He has a physical form in the Pale. He fought Rilas off to give us time to escape.” She swallowed heavily. “I don’t know what happened to him. All we could do was run.”

I swore under my breath, then looked at Nirivi. It would have been the world’s biggest understatement to say that Drow females had complicated relationships with their mothers and sisters, but the whole point in coming here had been to help Daerulis—better to aid the demon you knew than the one who wanted to destroy everything. But if the Matron Mother was dead…

We failed, I thought darkly. All this, and we failed.

“We…we should leave,” Nirivi managed. “We can return to the Spire and escape the way we came. Sulestra’s men will be too busy to—”

“No,” Kyriel said, shaking her head. “We’re not going anywhere. Rilas is still here somewhere. We’re going to find him, and we’re going to kill him.”

Nirivi’s gray brow creased. “How? We weren’t able to harm him.”

“But now we have Sol. And that.” She pointed at Vin’s amulet. “We used it to harm him at the Crossroads. We can do it again.”

Another flaming boulder shattered over the barrier protecting an estate down the street, and I heard shouting from a nearby clash. But none of the soldiers seemed to have noticed us yet.

“The amulet activated while we were in the Spire,” I said hastily. “It shed light…light that allowed us to see the demons leaving the bodies of the Tirzak after I killed them again.”

Kyriel’s eyes widened. “You learned how to use it?”

“We didn’t do anything,” Vin said, still holding Nirivi’s arm and trying to heal her. “It just activated.”

“The demons wouldn’t get close to it,” I added. “I’m more convinced than ever that our theory is correct—this gemstone is the opposite of the shadow crystal Rilas stole from the Vaz Gorati. And it is definitely a Shalassan relic.”

I paused, peering around the edge of the alleyway again to ensure we were alone.

“We found an illustration in one of the books,” I said, gesturing to the makeshift bag I had set down next to us. “It featured the moon goddess Shalassa…and her panther protector, Ithilvaran.”

Kyriel’s mouth fell open. “Ithilvaran,” she whispered. “Guardian of the moon…”

“Duatha is the one who led you to the relic, and now he’s the one who saved you from Rilas. There must be a reason for all that.”

“Yes,” the princess breathed, her blue eyes flicking back and forth in thought before she finally turned to Vin. “Give me that.”

“The amulet?” Vin asked, placing her hand on the dark emerald. “But darling, you’ve never been able to—”

“Just give it to me.”

The priestess hesitated for another few heartbeats, then finally reached behind her neck and unclasped the amulet. Kyriel took it in her hand…

And the moment she did, the gemstone began to glow just like it had in the Spire.

“What did you do?” Vin asked.

“Nothing,” Kyriel said. “I just…faarea, look at that!”

She pointed behind us. I turned…and my mouth promptly dropped open. At the edge of the alley, perhaps ten or twelve feet in the air, was a pulsing green light. At first, I thought it might have been a batch of spores from the luminescent fungus or a cluster of strange Underworld fireflies. But as I watched it flicker in and out, I realized it wasn’t a cloud. It was more like a long tear in a piece of parchment.

“The Veil,” Kyriel stammered. “It’s a fracture in the Veil!”

“A permanent one,” I breathed, remembering how the relic had illuminated the otherwise invisible demonic spirits in the Spire of Sorcery. Now, apparently, it was revealing even more. “Just like your father warned us about.”

Kyriel swallowed heavily. “This is why shadow magic is banned. More demons could escape through this, even ones that weren’t summoned directly.”

“He’s been moving his Tirzak all over the city,” I reasoned. “Maybe he’s creating these in the process?”

“I don’t know, but we have to close them.”

“How?” Vin asked.

“With this,” Kyriel said, looking back at the amulet. “Somehow.”

Another boulder shattered over a barrier nearby, and the clashes in the adjacent streets seemed to be getting louder. With the Matron Mother dead, it was only a matter of time before most of Sulestra’s loyalists swept over this entire district.

“We can’t stay here,” I said. “Not without…”

I trailed off when I turned back around and saw Kyriel holding up the amulet and pointing it at the flickering fracture. The glow in the heart of the emerald was brighter than ever.

“What are you doing?” Vin asked.

“I’m not sure,” Kyriel admitted. “But I think this is what it wants.”

“What it wants? How do you—?”

A ray of pearly white light burst out of the amulet, just like when it had blasted Rilas at the Crossroads. But this time, the brilliant beam went straight into the fracture. I held my breath, and I swore I could hear something or someone screaming—not in the streets, and perhaps not even in our world. And then, with a final flash, the beam of light vanished…and the fracture was gone.

“Nau Zhadur,” Nirivi breathed. “You did it!”

“I don’t think I did anything,” Kyriel replied, lowering the stone.

“Is it…is it communicating with you somehow?” I asked.

“Not exactly. Not with words, anyway.” The princess pursed her lips. “If Rilas has been flying around, there must be other fractures in the city. We need to close them.”

“My sister’s forces will control the entire city soon,” Nirivi warned. The drow wasn’t shivering anymore, and her skin had mostly returned to its natural dark elven gray. But despite Vin’s ministrations, she was clearly still weak. “We cannot remain here.”

I looked at Kyriel. The determination in her blue eyes told me everything I needed to know.

“We’re not running,” I said. “Rilas is here. It’s time to take the fight to him.”

“What?” Vin asked. “How?”

I took off my belt, then tossed it to the ground near the makeshift sack filled with books. Kyriel smiled and nodded in silent agreement.

“The only way we can,” I said, gritting my teeth and igniting my blood. “As a dragon.”
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In the caverns leading to Ust Perya, flying would have been impossible. There was too little space and too many spikey stalactites, not to mention the oppressive darkness that would have further limited my speed and almost certainly caused me to crash into something.

Flying inside Ust Perya wasn’t that much easier. While the cavern housing the city was truly massive, the ceiling was still covered by thousands of stalactites which, combined with the numerous dark spires on the floor, made it feel as if I were trying to fly inside the fang-filled mouth of an immense creature. I found it difficult to maintain enough speed to glide, and I had to constantly roll, climb, and dodge the obstacles around me, all while staying steady enough not to accidentally throw off the rider on my back.

Yet despite all that, I felt a thrill of exhilaration as I pounded my golden wings and soared across the city. Dragons weren’t meant to sit in libraries or cower in alleyways. We were creatures of power and domination, as Vin liked to say. It was time to start acting like it.

“There!” Kyriel cried out from my back.

“I see them,” I boomed back. “Hang on!”

The princess and I had launched into the air the moment I’d transformed, and my presence had immediately attracted the attention of every warrior, ally and enemy alike, in the Obok Vharr. Barrages of crossbow bolts had swiftly followed, but they were no match for my golden scales. Kyriel had pinned herself tightly to my back, allowing me to absorb whatever the drow could throw at us. And while we became everyone’s new focus, Nirivi and Vin darted through the alleys and made their way back to the Spire of Sorcery where they could hunker down and wait in relative safety.

We flew all the way to the edge of the district and passed over countless clashing forces in the streets. I could have slaughtered them all with my breath—none of the dustborn forces on either side appeared to have much in the way of sorcerous protection—but I had no intention of incinerating slave soldiers no matter who they were fighting for.

Siege weapons, on the other hand, were a perfect target.

After we weathered the initial counterattack, Kyriel spotted a cluster of three catapults on the bridge leading into the district. I had no idea how they had gotten into that position, but they were clearly the ones responsible for the continuing bombardment of the estates. While hulking minotaurs loaded new boulders onto the weapons, mixed crews of drow and dustborn covered them in pitch before igniting them with magic. It was a time-tested but efficient operation, and destroying it would hopefully keep the Ulyr and Tharanys forces fighting a bit longer…and perhaps lure the White Wyrm out of hiding as well.

Banking hard to my right, I dove toward the bridge. I had to twist and turn through several more stalactites, which slowed my attack run and gave the enemy time to react. But realistically, there was nothing they could do besides scatter when caught in the open against a dragon. The minotaurs and foot soldiers screamed and rushed for cover as I sucked in a deep breath, and most of the drow elite scrambled along with them.

Most…but not all. One sorcerer held his ground, thrusting out his hand and projecting a shimmering dome of energy over the siege weapons. It was a valiant if foolish decision, because my fiery breath blasted through the protective field like a sledgehammer smashing a snow globe. The conflagration spread over the entire bridge, and once I finally halted the attack, I glanced over my shoulder and saw nothing but a column of rising smoke over piles of flaming cinders.

“More Tirzak to your right!” Kyriel called out.

As I pounded my wings and climbed back up over the city’s spikey buildings, I twisted my head back around and spotted dozens of mantis warriors moving down one of the larger streets in the Obok Vharr. They weren’t anywhere near the Thanarys estate or the Spire of Sorcery, but Rilas had likely deployed them here to secure the southern portion of the district. They had already clashed with one group of defenders and won quite handily—there were few dead Tirzak and dozens of dead slave soldiers. With the mantis warriors’ demonic strength and resilience, the outcome wasn’t the least bit surprising.

“I see them,” I said. “Get ready!”

I had to twist my enormous body to avoid another stalactite, this one spindly enough that if I had smashed into it, I might have broken it off the ceiling of the cavern and sent the whole thing crashing down onto the buildings below like a giant stone dagger. Kyriel held on despite the abrupt movement, pinning herself flat against my back as I approached the Tirzak from behind.

I tried to imagine what it would have been like if I’d still been a legionary marching through the streets of a city only to realize that a dragon was about to strafe across my formation. Shields wouldn’t help, and there was nowhere to run. The only sensible reaction would be to try and keep from shitting your pants before the flames consumed you.

But the possessed Tirzak didn’t break or panic. They simply turned and watched as I opened my maw and unleashed hell on the street. Some of the mantis warriors were outright vaporized, while most were simply charred beyond recognition. At the very least, none of them would ever be able to host a demonic spirit again.

If we hadn’t gotten everyone’s attention after the bridge attack, we absolutely had it now. As the flames in my maw burned out and I once again climbed over the buildings, I heard shouts and screams in all directions. They weren’t cries of battle, but cries of warning. I wondered if Rilas had even warned Sulestra’s forces that a golden dragon might appear. Probably not, either because he didn’t care enough to tell them or because he assumed they would flee in terror once the fight began.

Whatever the case, more barrages of arrows and bolts streaked up after us, though they all missed or deflected harmlessly off my scales. The only genuine threat came from a huge ballista that Kyriel spotted on one of the rooftops. It seemed like a House Tharanys weapon which Sulsetra’s people had managed to steal, and a crew of drow had loaded the device and were attempting to track me as I flew across the city. I knew I was a much easier target than normal, since I had to fly so much slower than I would have preferred in the cavern, and there was no way I could have reached them before they fired a shot.

But that was the advantage of having a rider, especially one with Kyriel’s unique gifts. Because just before the crew could line up a shot, a Palefire arrow struck the ballista and exploded, sending one of the drow flying off the building and dissolving another’s flesh where he stood.

“Rilas must be hiding around here somewhere,” Kyriel snarled. “Come and face us, you coward!”

I dodged another stalactite, then slowly came around for another pass over the Obok Vharr. If Rilas didn’t want to defend his soldiers, I would be more than happy to keep destroying them. We might not have been able to stop Sulestra from winning, but turning her triumph into a pyrrhic victory was almost as good. At least that way, she wouldn’t be able to threaten the surface before we attacked Oro Sarn.

“Keep low,” I boomed. “I’ll make a pass over the Spire to make sure the others are safe.”

“Wait, there’s another fracture,” Kyriel said. “Down and to your right. We can land and seal it.”

“I see it. Hold on while I—”

There was a flicker of movement behind my left shoulder, one I only spotted thanks to my expanded peripheral vision. At first, I thought it might have been a boulder launched from a catapult we hadn’t noticed, but then I realized it was something much larger and far deadlier.

Rilas Bastrel.

The White Wyrm ripped through the Veil and materialized in midair. His maw was open, and he was flying straight at us like a living ballista bolt. There was no way for me to dodge; he was moving far too quickly. The best I could do was tilt my body to the side in an effort to protect Kyriel.

The impact knocked the wind out of me, something I hadn’t thought possible in my dragon form. We fell together, wings tangled and bodies intertwined in a blur of white and gold scales. People screamed, buildings shattered…

And then, amidst the whirlwind of destruction, came pain and darkness.


Interlude
Kyriel


“Sol? Sol, can you hear me?”

With a grimace, Kyriel pushed herself upright. Her arms wobbled unsteadily, and the cloud of dust surrounding her stung her eyes so badly she could barely see. Breathing proved to be even harder; she began coughing uncontrollably the moment she lifted her head.

She remembered Rilas crashing into them and Sol trying to cradle her as she fell, but she must have briefly lost consciousness when they hit the ground. She was surrounded by rubble, and she thought she was alone until she waved the dust out of her face and saw a patch of glimmering golden scales right next to her.

“Sol!”

Kyriel reached out and touched him. He wasn’t moving, but she could feel him breathing. Had he also lost consciousness? Had an entire building collapsed around him? And where in the bloody void was Rilas?

Coughing again, she stretched out her arms and explored her surroundings with touch. She seemed to be tucked beneath one of Sol’s wings, which was likely the only reason she hadn’t been buried alive. Her right hand eventually located Aveshalare, and she pulled the weapon close. Any normal bow would have snapped or broken its string, but she let out a sigh of relief when she saw that the enchanted yew limbs appeared undamaged.

Kyriel tried to call out to Sol again but broke into another fit of coughing when she opened her mouth. She needed to get out of this damn dust before she suffocated…

Using the faint blue light of her tattoos as a guide, the princess crawled forward over the rubble. She gently pushed up Sol’s massive wing as if it were the flap of a tent, and a few moments later she found herself crouching in the middle of a street. The clouds of dust were thinner here, more like fog rather than smoke, but she still couldn’t see more than four or five feet in any direction.

She could hear just fine, however, and between the screams and clashes of weapons, it was clear that the battle of Ust Perya was still ongoing. With any luck, destroying those siege weapons and wiping out some of the Tirzak would give the Ulyr forces a chance to fight back.

“Sol!” Kyriel cried out again, moving along the outline of his huge golden body in an effort to find his head. “Can you hear me?”

“Ah…there you are, my queen.”

The low, raspy voice didn’t belong to Sol, and it sent a shiver straight down Kyriel’s spine. When she turned to her right, she saw a huge shadow moving in the smoke. A huge blue eye appeared, followed by the head of a white a dragon with a scarred face.

“It is time to stop running, don’t you think?” Rilas Bastrel said, the upper half of his draconic body finally becoming visible. “Fate has brought us together in these dark times. We should—”

Kyriel raised her bow, summoned an arrow, and shot him in the face. The ball of Palefire exploded over his scales, but it didn’t drain him as they did with others. When the flames dissipated, they didn’t seem to have done anything to him at all.

“I am continually impressed by your powers,” he said, his tone so patronizing it boiled her blood. “But you have only just scratched the surface of your true potential. There is much I could teach you, so much we could learn together. All you have to do is…”

As he took a step closer, the pupil in his ice blue eye suddenly widened. Kyriel retreated backward, her fingertips summoning another arrow despite knowing it wouldn’t hurt him. But then she realized he wasn’t looking at her.

He was looking at the dark green emerald hanging around her neck.

“You have it with you,” Rilas said. “The Eye of Shalassa.”

Swallowing, Kyriel reached up and placed her hand on the amulet. Earlier, its haunting glow had revealed fractures in the Veil, but the light inside the gemstone had faded. She squeezed it hard, then pointed it at Rilas as she had done with the fractures.

But nothing happened.

“It is a powerful repository of knowledge,” Rilas said. “But it doesn’t seem to have taught you much. Evidently not all the Old Gods are eager to share their secrets.”

Kyriel grimaced. Earlier, when she had taken the amulet from Vin, using it had seemed like second nature. She couldn’t explain how she’d used it, the crystal had simply worked. But now…now it seemed as useless to her as it always had. Maybe she just couldn’t focus…

Rilas took another step closer. The dust had parted enough that she could now see most of his body. The crash hadn’t seemed to harm him, though Duatha had apparently drawn several patches of blood across the otherwise pristine white scales.

“We can unlock its power together, Princess,” Rilas said. “You, me, and my sister. Where is she?”

Kyriel swallowed, and she realized her hands were shaking. No matter what, she was not going to allow herself to be captured by this madman again. But where was she going to go? Slipping into the Pale wouldn’t work; he could simply chase her. Her only hope was that Duatha might appear again to protect her…

“She can’t have gone far,” Rilas said. “I can’t wait to see how much we have in common.”

As his claw opened and stretched out to grab her, Kyriel planted her feet in preparation to run. But then the wall of golden scales next to her stirred, and a low growl shook the air before Sol’s gigantic tail whipped around and smashed into Rilas’s torso.

The White Wyrm briefly vanished into the fog, but Kyriel heard wood splinter and stone crack as his body crashed into another building. Next to her, Sol hauled himself back to his feet and stomped protectively in front of her.

“Get out of here,” he said, his booming voice loud but oddly hoarse. “I’ll hold him off as long as I can.”

Despite his words, Kyriel had no intention of going anywhere. She just needed to figure out some way she could help. But her bow was useless, and the amulet didn’t seem to want to respond to her.

“Dustborn wretch!” Rilas growled as he pulled himself out of the rubble. “You could have been my favored lieutenant. A pity you’ve chosen annihilation.”

Rearing back, the White Wyrm unleashed a withering cone of frozen breath at Sol. Her consort staggered backward, an icy film forming over his scales, but he belched a gout of roaring flame in response. Waves of hot and cold washed over Kyriel at the same time, and she backpedaled to get as far away as she could. Neither of them wanted to harm her, but compared to the might and bulk of two dragons, she may as well have been an insect trying to skitter across a crowded room without getting squashed.

“You will still serve me in the end!” Rilas’s voice boomed even though she could no longer see him in the dust. “There are plenty of demons who could make excellent use of your body!”

Kyriel could see the outline of swiping claws and thrashing jaws. All she wanted to do was help, and even though it was futile, she still lifted Aveshalare and summoned another arrow. But before she could release the string, there was a loud crack followed by an intense flash of pain as the black cord of a whip lashed out from the fog and curled around her forearm. It pulled hard, wrenching the bow from her grip and sending it skittering across the street and out of sight.

“And there she is,” a dark female voice said. “The dragon who isn’t a dragon, in the flesh.”

The whip pulled again, dragging Kyriel to a knee before she managed to spin her arm and break the coil. A tall figure emerged from the clouds of dust, wearing a black chain hauberk and skirt similar to that of the Matron Mother and Nirivi. But in addition to the whip, this woman was carrying a nasty-looking mace on her hip.

“I am honored that the Dragon Princess of Lostrien came to witness my ascension personally,” General Sulestra said, dragging the coil of the whip all the way back to her heels. “Lord Bastrel would be upset if I killed you, but I cannot deny the temptation to watch a weak, pathetic darthiir female beg for her miserable life.”

Kyriel clutched at the red burn marks on her arm, once again debating if she should slip into the Pale. But she wasn’t going to abandon Sol, and she wasn’t going to pass up an opportunity to kill Rilas…

Or this smug, murderous bitch.

“Where is my sister?” Sulestra demanded. “Tell me where you’ve hidden her, and I will turn you over to Lord Bastrel without making you beg for mercy.”

The First Daughter came to a halt and cracked her hip on the stones for emphasis. Kyriel noticed that the clouds of dust were parting around the other woman as she moved so that she never inhaled it—clearly some trick of her priestly magic.

“I will not ask again,” Sulestra said. “Where is Nirivi? Where have you hidden my worthless dalninil?”

Kyriel grit her teeth. Her father had largely avoided teaching her the art of swordplay; he wanted his daughter to focus on her music and dance, with archery as a distant third. But the princess had spent plenty of time training with a blade regardless, and maybe, just maybe, she could be quick enough to put an end to this arrogant bitch with a single blow.

“Right here,” Kyriel said. “Have a look.”

With a single smooth motion, the princess drew the slender sword from her hip and launched herself at the drow. Sulestra was fast—her whip lashed out and tried to ensnare her attacker—but Kyriel was too nimble. She turned her body as she moved, avoiding the leather lash by a hair’s breadth, then slashed her blade across the drow’s chest.

The blow was accurate, and the razor-sharp moonsilver blade would have ripped through most light armor, spilling Sulestra’s entrails onto the street. But sadly, even moonsilver was no match for adamantine. Kyriel’s blade sparked on impact, and Sulestra grunted in discomfort from the force of the blow, but no actual blood was drawn. And before Kyriel could leap away, a booted metal heel flew up and struck her in the side of the head.

Her vision blurred as she stumbled to the ground, and somewhere along the way she dropped her sword. She almost landed right on her face, but she managed to thrust out her arm to break the fall a split second before impact. Her head throbbed, and a wave of intense nausea crashed over her.

“As pathetic as a dustborn slave,” Sulestra sneered. “Let me show you where you belong.”

The priestess thrust out her arm, and a glob of shimmering magical webbing shot out from her palm and spread over Kyriel’s body like a net. The sticky strands held her arms and legs fast, as if they had glued themselves to the street.

“Lord Bastrel wants you as a mate, but I think it would be far more amusing to keep you as a pet,” Sulestra said. “My own little darthiir whore to entertain me whenever I grow bored of my other slaves…”

Kyriel strained against the webs, snarling in defiance as she thrashed back and forth. They were as strong as thick rope, possibly even steel chains. There was simply no way she could break herself free.

At least, not in the physical world.

Taking a deep breath to steady herself, Kyriel called upon the dark power inside her and shifted through the fabric of the Veil. For once, the world surrounding her didn’t go dark and gray; it was actually brighter inside the Pale thanks to glowing white-gold tendrils of energy shimmering off Sulestra. The priestess may not have been in the shadow realm herself, but the Spider Queen was connected to her just like Matron Mother Daerulis. Kyriel could see a faint ghostly outline of Sulestra’s body, and the tendrils of energy sprouting off her looked almost like ethereal wings.

But the webs only existed in the physical world, and Kyriel immediately bounced back to her feet. Neither her bow nor her sword were here in the Pale either, unfortunately, but that was all right. Sometimes a girl needed to get her hands dirty.

Rushing back at Sulestra, Kyriel balled her hand into a fist then stepped back through the Veil. She reappeared directly in front of the drow priestess, then hauled back and punched her right in the face.

Sulestra’s cry of pain was immensely satisfying, as was watching the bitch trip and fall over her own spiked heels. Kyriel barely even felt the pain on her now bloody knuckles; all she wanted to do was dive on top of the priestess and start pummeling away.

And she would have done exactly that if not for the fact that Rilas came crashing down atop the ruined building just a dozen yards behind her. The shockwave from his landing nearly bowled her over, and the White Wyrm growled in frustration as he pulled himself upright. Blood was splattered across his scales in several places, but it also dripped from his claws and mouth. And when Sol landed next to him a moment later, Kyriel saw that he looked virtually the same.

“Enough of this!” Rilas boomed, shaking his huge head and sending blood and debris flying in all directions. “Like all dustborn, it is time you learned to kneel.”

Just as Sol started to lunge forward, Rilas raised his claw and unleashed a writhing ball of shadowy energy that struck her consort in his chest. It didn’t explode or cause any obvious damage to Sol, but that wasn’t the purpose of the spell. Rilas had used this exact channeling technique back at the Crossroads, and the effect was the same—Sol stumbled away, his strength draining away until he could barely keep himself upright.

“It was brave of you to challenge me again,” Rilas taunted. “Brave…but foolish.”

“No!” Kyriel shouted. The last time Rilas had tried this, Vin had managed to activate the Shalassan amulet and drive him away. There had to be a way for Kyriel to do the same…

Grabbing the amulet, she held it outward the same way she’d done when closing the fractures.

“Work, dammit!” she screamed. “Do something before—”

“Darthiir nek!” Sulestra abruptly leaned up and cracked her whip again. The lash narrowly missed Kyriel’s face, but it caught her necklace and ripped it from her throat. The gemstone went flying across the street…

And shattered like a pane of glass.

For several long, breathless seconds, all Kyriel could do was stare at the glimmering shards. The relic had been their only effective weapon against Rilas, their only means to seal the fractures in the Veil.

And now it was gone.

“Dos orn yaith whol nindol!” Sulestra said, standing and wiping the blood from her mouth with the back of her hand. “I will make you beg for mercy before…before…”

The drow priestess hissed as she looked down at her right foot. The entire lower half of her boot was frozen in a block of ice that was quickly spreading up her body. Her red eyes flashed, and she turned and looked into the dissipating cloud of dust to see another female drow figure emerge, this one wearing nothing but a thin black dress.

Nirivi.

“So, the dustborn’s newest slut didn’t run,” Sulestra bit out. “Perhaps there’s some drow left in you after all!”

The First Daughter lifted her free hand, and a swarm of shadowy tentacles sprouted from the ground and tried to grab Nirivi. The sorceress lunged out of the way, then flicked her hand and sent half a dozen dagger-like icicles flying at Sulestra. Several struck the general’s adamantine armor and shattered harmlessly, but one grazed her right cheek and drew another line of blood across her gray face.

Enraged, Sulestra sent her ethereal tentacles in pursuit, forcing Nirivi to keep running and rolling to avoid being crushed. At the same time, the sorceress continued hurling more icy daggers and conjuring short walls to try and block the tentacles.

The magical duel wouldn’t last long, Kyriel was certain of that. One mistake, one bad turn of luck, would end it for either sister. And just behind her, the same was true of Sol. Rilas had nearly drained him, and there was nothing Kyriel could do. She still couldn’t see her bow in the slowly dispersing fog, and running back in with her blade would only get her caught in the crossfire. And as for the amulet…

The tiny fragments on the ground were still glittering strangely, like scattered embers of a fire, but the magic inside was surely gone. At least, that was what she assumed. But then there was a flicker of movement nearby, and a spectral panther appeared next to the shattered emerald.

“Duatha,” Kyriel breathed.

Her guardian appeared wounded; he was limping on one leg, and there were numerous scratches on his fur and face even though he didn’t have a physical body. But his green eyes were locked on her right up until they shifted to the shattered crystal.

“What do you expect me to do?” Kyriel asked, dashing over and crouching next to him. “I can’t…”

The shards began to glow more brightly, as did the blue vatari tattoos on her arm. Kyriel couldn’t explain precisely why she did it, but she found herself reaching down and placing her hand upon the shards. And then, with a brilliant flash of light, the entire world slowed to a crawl.

She could feel her markings absorbing energy, just like whenever she tasted Sol’s dragon seed. But this power was different, more like cold, cleansing water rather than draconic fire boiling her blood. The throbbing in her head faded, as did the burning from the lash marks on her skin.

“What’s…what’s happening?” Kyriel breathed.

Beside her, Duatha looked at her, his green eyes burning with an intensity she had never seen before. Then, he slowly pivoted his head to the right…and through the clearing clouds of dust, Kyriel spotted her fallen bow.

“You will make a fine host,” Rilas growled behind her. “One worthy of leading the rest of my lost Tirzak souls into battle!”

Kyriel whipped her head around to see Sol swatting at Rilas’s head. But there was no strength behind his blow, and he toppled forward and landed on his belly. He was being drained. Siphoned. He had no defense against Rilas’s shadow magic. None of them did.

Unless…

Swallowing her fear, commanding her heart to stop pounding in her ears, Kyriel racing across the street and retrieved Aveshalare. The bow’s runes immediately flared to life at her touch, and she spun back around and pulled at the string. This time, however, the arrow that appeared between her fingertips wasn’t burning with Palefire, but with a pearly silver-white light.

“If only you had been smart enough to serve,” Rilas said. “You could have helped me remake Lostrien, remake the entire Empire! Your dustborn could have—”

Kyriel released the string. The arrow struck the White Wyrm’s flank and exploded in a brilliant burst of the same silvery-white light. Rilas roared in pain as he turned to look at her, but Kyriel was already launching a second shot into his wing. He recoiled again as the white flames spread across his body and seared his scales.

“What…what is this?” Rilas demanded. “How—?”

Kyriel let loose another shot. The arrow struck the White Wyrm squarely in the neck and burst into another cloud of silver flames again. He roared in pain, his wild thrashes sending pieces of rubble flying across the street in all directions. His wings pounded in desperation, and he launched himself back into the air.

No longer being drained, Sol reached out to try and grab him, but he was a fraction of a second too slow. A purplish shadow rippled across Rilas’s body, and he vanished back into the Pale.

Kyriel wanted to pursue. She was desperate to pursue. But she couldn’t chase a dragon on her own, and Sol needed her help. And as for Nirivi…

The drow sorceress was barely visible in the rolling cloud of dust, both her hands outstretched. Several yards away, her sister Sulestra was encased in a block of ice from the neck down, and she was spitting drow curses at anyone who would listen.

The battle for Ust Perya was over.


11
In Darkness, Light


The devastation after our first major battle with Rilas had been immense. The blood of thousands of legionaries, house soldiers, and Tirzak warriors had stained the muddy plains outside the Crossroads. It had been the largest battle in Lostrien since Lumos Bastrel’s rebellion twenty years earlier, and the destruction of House Windsong, the near-death of Sovereign Alessara, and the return of House Bastrel had irrevocably changed the trajectory of the province.

And yet, looking down at the devastation wrought upon Ust Perya, the Crossroads suddenly seemed like a minor skirmish.

“I wish I could say that the damage is concentrated to the outer districts,” I said, squatting on one knee atop the base of the huge stalactite. “But the city center also saw a lot of fighting. It seems like quite a few demons escaped from the fractures before we could close them. They wreaked a great deal of havoc before they were stopped. I just hope we got them all.”

Nirivi nodded absently, though she didn’t move. She hadn’t moved in quite a while, in fact, not since I had flown our entire group up here to get a better view of the city below. This was the highest stable stalactite I’d been able to find, and we were all standing on the edge of the huge, plateau-like section of rock. The view was breathtaking; we could see every district, every amethyst spire, every patch of sparkling violet and pink cast by the luminescent flora and enchanted lanterns. But we could also see the immense destruction wrought by the clashes between the drow slave armies, particularly in the heart of Ust Perya where the demons had run amok.

It had taken me several hours to recover from Rilas’s draining spell, and then only after Vinarys had brewed me a restorative potion with a few drops of Nirivi’s blood mixed in. Once I’d been able to take flight again, I had taken Kyriel around the city in search of fractures in the Veil. Amazingly—unbelievably—she no longer needed the Shalassan relic to see them or to reveal them to us. Somehow, her vatari tattoos seemed to have absorbed some of its power.

Or maybe all of it. We didn’t understand it well enough to know for sure. But the important thing was that it didn’t seem to have any ill effects so far.

“Chaos will cause more damage than the demons, in time,” Nirivi said after a long pause. “Ust Perya is built on a culture of power and control. Without a Matron Mother, it is only a matter of time before the violence restarts.”

“Your sister’s forces can’t hold out forever,” I told her.

“The Harl Vharr is well defended. There is no good way to reach them, not with infantry. Destroying them may be the only option.”

I pursed my lips, then cast a glance down at the small district which, like most of the areas in Ust Perya, was isolated from the rest of the city by a long, narrow bridge. It was much closer to the actual cavern floor than the others, most of which were partially embedded within the huge stalactites coming down from the ceiling. The layout reminded me of an illustration I’d seen of a faeyn village in Falinor where the wood elves had built the entire town inside a massive tree. Some structures had been built in the branches while others had been at the base of the trunk.

“At some point, they’ll have no choice but to talk,” I replied. “Or try to storm out of there and get killed on the same bridge that’s giving them the advantage now. Surely they aren’t that loyal to your sister.”

“It isn’t about loyalty,” Nirivi whispered. “They’re lost and confused, the same as everyone else.”

Vinarys stirred beside us. She was standing several feet from the edge of the stalactite to avoid looking down over it. She was comfortable enough riding on my back, but otherwise great heights seemed to make her uneasy. Every time I looked at her, I was stricken by how strange it was not to see her wearing the emerald amulet.

“Can’t your sister make them surrender?” she asked.

Nirivi turned and raised a white eyebrow. “And why would she do that?”

“We could make her do it. Tell her that Sol will eat her if she doesn’t, and not in the fun way. Or we could try charm magic.”

“Sulestra is a drow and a priestess of the Spider Queen, her will is not easily subverted.” Nirivi paused, then shrugged. “The loyalists aren’t the biggest problem regardless. Unless Zelioth blesses a female from another house with her power, plenty of my people will consider Sulestra our rightful ruler no matter what happened today. Following Zelioth has led them to ruin, but they’ve never known anything else.”

Her gray cheek twitched. Between Vin’s healing magic and the passage of time, Nirivi seemed to have mostly recovered from her trip through the Pale and her battle with Sulestra. She had changed out of her black dress and into her adamantine armor, which made her look much more like the daughter of a noble house than a Pain Maiden. The transformation was both calculated and intentional.

“At first, I imagine most of the houses will withdraw to their own estates and try to keep their slave armies under control,” Nirivi said. “Some will attempt to forge new alliances, but I wouldn’t be surprised if they also begin performing new worship rituals in the hopes that Zelioth will select one of their daughters as a new priestess.”

“Do you think that’s likely to happen?” I asked.

“The Spider Queen never abandons her children for long,” Nirivi said, then grunted softly. “Though that may be the wrong way to look at it. She has never truly helped us, only controlled us. But without a disciple, she can’t exert her will.”

“If only your people understood how weak she is,” Kyriel murmured. “She couldn’t protect your mother even while she was in the Pale.”

The princess was crouched beside me, her leather armor still torn and dirty from the battles. Her tattoos hadn’t stopped glowing since she had absorbed the power of the relic; their soft blue light was alluring and soothing all at once.

“It makes me wonder what Zelioth is actually like,” Nirivi mused. “Or what any of the Old Gods are like. Maybe Rilas was right—maybe they are truly broken and scattered. Maybe there’s no way for them to escape even if someone opened a door for them.”

She pondered her own words for a moment, then turned to face us. “But whatever the truth, I’ve no doubt that Zelioth will eventually crown a new disciple. And when she does, most of the houses in Ust Perya will join with her, no matter who she is. They will hate and covet her power, all while understanding that the order of the city relies upon it.”

“That may be the past, but it doesn’t have to be the future,” Kyriel said. “Your people need to find a new way forward.”

Nirivi shook her head. “That will not be easy, Quessan.”

“Few things that need to happen are. But I don’t think there’s any other choice.”

The Pain Maiden stayed silent for a long moment. “All I can promise you is that there will be more bloodshed in the days to come. But you should take solace in the fact that my people will be too busy killing each other to join Rilas and attack you.”

“I don’t take solace in needless death and chaos.” Kyriel brought herself back to her feet. “What Ust Perya needs is a new Matron Mother who isn’t a puppet of a dark goddess. Like, say, the dragon wife of a golden wyrm who saved the city who happens to be friends with Lostrien’s Crown Princess.”

Nirivi scoffed. “If you knew more about Ust Perya, you would never make such a foolish statement.”

“I know enough,” Kyriel said. “Surely some of your mother’s loyalists will turn to you. After all, you’re effectively the Matron Mother of House Ulyr now, aren’t you?”

“I…” Nirivi paused for a moment, a battle slowly raging across her features. “Yes, for whatever little that is worth. Our forces split between my mother and sister, and many have perished. What remains of our wealth and resources will quickly be scavenged by others.”

“Not if there’s a dragon protecting it. Everyone has seen Sol by now—they know what he’s capable of, and they’re surely smart enough to understand what it could mean for the city and their houses.”

“They’ll understand that he represents Imperial authority.”

“And power,” Kyriel added. “You are a skilled sorceress, and you’ll soon be one of the founders of an entirely new draconic bloodline. Your mother wanted nothing to do with vassalage, but this could be different. Our families—all our families—will soon be bound in blood, not words. Even the most opportunistic house matron in Ust Perya should recognize the possibilities.”

“Perhaps,” Nirivi replied, the faintest hint of a smile on her face. “Perhaps I’ll also find a way to make Sulestra see reason.”

I snorted. “That would be nice, but I think we’ve reached our limit on miracles.”

Nirivi’s expression turned sullen again. “It might be a mistake to leave her alive. No matter what the rest of her loyalists in the Harl Vharr decide to do, Captain Jhael and many of her elite shadow knights are still out there. They may attempt to free her, or at the very least sabotage my efforts.”

She took a deep breath, then shook her head. “Regardless, I cannot leave Ust Perya, not now. But you should all go while you can.”

“I’m not leaving you to the jackals,” I said, moving beside her and touching her arm. “It’s not safe.”

“The Dark is never safe. I would have thought that you would know that by now.” Nirivi turned to look at me, then reached up and placed a hand on my cheek. “You have your duties, veldruk, and I have mine. Her Highness is right—I am the Matron Mother of House Ulyr now. I don’t know what that will mean tomorrow, but today it means I must stay and attempt to put out the fires where I can.”

“I won’t—”

“But,” she interrupted before I could protest, “the task will be easier when I bear the symbol of a dragon on my flesh.”

I looked into her red eyes and smiled. Despite everything that had happened, I could still see the pride and cunning and strength within them. But there was also a hint of something I had never expected to see on the face of any drow.

Respect.

“We need to report back to the Dragon Sovereign,” I said, my fingers curling around her outstretched arm and giving it a gentle squeeze. “But I’ll return as soon as I can afterward.”

“And I will be here, veldruk,” Nirivi whispered. “I promise.”
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The trip from Ust Perya back to Tir Bereth felt far longer than it should have. Most of that was simply a matter of perception—I was worried about Nirivi, and I wished I could be in two places at once—but the rest was due to simple exhaustion. I had barely slept at all over the past few days, and the fact that Rilas had drained me with his shadow magic didn’t help. I didn’t even care about seeing the sun again; I just wanted to lie down in bed and sleep for days.

We ended up leaving Ust Perya through the Spire of Sorcery. Aside from the fact it helped us avoid any potential confrontations with dissidents at the main gate, the secret tunnel also allowed us to depart without creating a spectacle. I held out hope that the ambiguity about our presence would help Nirivi in her early efforts to stabilize the city. Angry dissidents might be less willing to continue fighting or cause trouble if they believed that the golden wyrm might still be around.

That illusion wouldn’t last long, of course, but it might buy her a few days of relative peace. And by then, I could hopefully return and perform a proper branding ritual. Whoever could have imagined that a Matron Mother would also be a dragon wife…

I allowed the thought to sustain me during the journey home. The path back to the surface was just as we had left it, though the bodies from our first skirmish with Sulestra’s forces were all gone. It was a stark reminder of how many monstrous scavengers lived down here, and I suppressed a shiver when we passed by rocks I knew for a fact had been covered in blood. It was like every single inch of the ground had been licked clean…

I had completely lost track of time while we’d been in Ust Perya, so I was pleasantly surprised when we emerged and were greeted with brilliant rays of afternoon sunlight. My eyes took time to adjust, but my skin didn’t. I paused the moment we stepped out into the open and soaked up the warm, soothing radiance.

I flew us back to the city, and the crowds in the streets once again cheered at the sight of their dustborn dragon. I was low enough that some of them probably recognize Kyriel as well, which was good. The more the people saw us together, the better.

We were all surprised when Sovereign Alessara wasn’t there to greet us atop the palace aviary. I assumed that meant she was especially pissed, but it was difficult to know for certain. The Wyrmguard soldiers assured us that she and the Dragon Father had been alerted after the Skywatch riders had spotted us in the air some time ago, so if nothing else, our arrival wouldn’t be a surprise.

Liawen was there to greet us, and I embraced her the moment I shifted back into my natural human form. There was no quick way to summarize everything that had happened during our journey, but I assured her that Nirivi was fine…and that I would explain the rest tonight in my chambers. After giving me a relieved kiss, she glided off to prepare a celebratory dinner.

Vin also went her way, assuring us that she had important Vaz Gorati business to catch up on. Personally, I figured she just didn’t want to be around when the Sovereign started screaming at us, and I couldn’t blame her for wanting to avoid that. I didn’t want to be around for that, either.

“My father will defend our decision,” Kyriel said for the second time as we headed through the long cerulean corridors of the palace. “Besides, we achieved a great deal. Ust Perya won’t be able to threaten us, and we might even have a path to vassalage with House Ulyr.”

“Let’s hope,” I replied, my thoughts flashing to Nirivi. I’d never had a more bizarre relationship with a woman before, but I was still eager to see where and how it could bloom over time.

Mostly, though, I wished she were here so I could protect her.

“You’re still feeling all right?” I asked, reaching out to give Kyriel’s hand a squeeze.

The princess snickered. “You asked me that over and over while we were moving through the Underworld.”

“Well, you did just absorb the power of an Old God artifact. It stands to reason you might experience some changes.”

“I feel fine,” Kyriel assured me. “Better than fine, honestly. But I am looking forward to having some downtime to think and meditate. Maybe I’ll even venture into the Pale and find Duatha again.”

“First, we should all get some sleep,” I told her.

“No. First, we get to argue with my mother.”

We made the final turn to the royal corridor with all the chambers for the members of House Valostri. I had half expected her mother to be here waiting to ambush us, but the hall was empty aside from the pair of Wyrmguard soldiers standing outside the Sovereign’s door. Kyriel’s brow furrowed as we got close.

“Your Highness,” the men greeted in near unison. “Lord Farric.”

“I was told that my mother was informed about my return,” Kyriel said, pausing in front of them.

The two guards looked at one another. Their faces were mostly concealed behind their blue helms, but I could still tell they were confused.

No, not confused—anxious.

“The Sovereign left specific instructions that she and the Dragon Father were not to be interrupted for anything short of an emergency,” the guard on the right said.

Kyriel took a step closer to him. “When did she say that?”

“Yesterday morning, Your Highness.”

“They’ve been in there for over a day? Hasn’t anyone checked on her?”

“As I said, Your Highness, we were given specific—”

“I don’t care about your instructions,” Kyriel snapped. “She and my father were both recovering! They can’t be unattended that long. Has no one checked on them at all?”

“We’ve…heard voices,” the guard managed. “They do not appear to be in any danger, Your Highness.”

Kyriel’s blue eyes flashed, and I thought she was about to kick in the door when it abruptly opened on its own. Her mother emerged a moment later, and I couldn’t help but gasp when I saw her.

Normally, Alessara was the living embodiment of a Dragon Sovereign. Her outfits were elegant but regal; her demeanor confident and poised. She was beautiful, but in a cold, statuesque way, as if every part of her appearance had been carefully planned and constructed to convey an aura of authority.

The woman standing before us right now was none of those things. Her blue robe was tattered and torn, and it hung off one shoulder as if she had just thrown it on while racing to answer the door. Her long blonde hair, normally styled to perfection, was haggard and frayed at the tips. Even her makeup was a mess—her lipstick was faded and smeared, and her mascara had smeared across her cheeks like tears.

“Mother?” Kyriel breathed.

The door cracked open a bit more, and I could see the Dragon Father inside. He was shirtless and smiling.

“Oh, gods,” Kyriel blurted out, finally realizing what had happened. “We’ll…we’ll come back.”

She grabbed my hand and started yanking me down the hall.

“Kyriel, we…” Her mother started, then cleared her throat. “We need to talk.”

“Then meet us in the war room,” the princess said, her face turning completely red as she kept pulling me along with her.

She did not turn around.
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Kyriel’s face was still flushed by the time we reached the war room, and it stayed that way for quite a while afterward. Not because she was still embarrassed, but because she was angry at the fact I couldn’t stop laughing. Her frustration only fueled the fire, of course, and when it finally got so bad I was struggling to breathe, I thought she might boot me out of the palace altogether.

But eventually she joined in, and we didn’t stop until both of us were lying on the floor with sore stomachs and wet faces.

“Gods,” Kyriel breathed, leaning back against the half-throne and trying to wipe the tears from her face. “I can’t believe that just happened.”

I shook my head. “Well, it’s a better reception than I was expecting, you have to admit that.”

She groaned and pressed her hands against her temples. I did the same. I hadn’t laughed that hard in a very long time, and probably never while sober. I had never seen Kyriel laugh that way, either. It made me want to kiss her…and that’s exactly what I did.

We had mostly recovered by the time the Sovereign and the Dragon Father joined us. They had both put themselves back together, though Alessara’s gait was definitely uneven. Malion, by contrast, seemed like he stood at least an inch taller than before.

Kyriel launched into an explanation of everything that had happened before any more awkwardness could ensue, and soon everyone’s attention was focused on more important things.

Neither Alessara nor Malion seemed particularly upset about the Matron Mother’s untimely demise, nor were they particularly confident that Nirivi would be able to hold Ust Perya together. But we also didn’t give them a great deal of time to dwell on drow politics, because the moment Kyriel brought up the Shalassan relic, it was all her parents could think about.

“I don’t sense any strange auras,” Malion said. He was holding Kyriel’s tattooed arm, and his eyes were closed in concentration as he reached out to the Aether. “The vatari remains pure.”

Alessara nodded and breathed a soft prayer of thanks at the statue of the Dragon Goddess behind us. “Let us hope that doesn’t change. If that relic truly was touched by an Old God, it could contain great evil.”

“That ‘great evil’ is the only thing that allowed us to harm Rilas,” Kyriel reminded them. “Without Duatha, Nirivi and I would be in Oro Sarn with him right now. And without the power of the relic, Sol would be dead.”

“Perhaps,” her mother said, sinking back into the stone throne. “But the Old Gods are treacherous beings. Whatever boon they offer will surely be followed by a curse.”

“Maybe not in this case,” Malion said, lowering his daughter’s arm then giving her shoulder a firm, visible squeeze. “The sorcerers in Gûl Norigaad finally delivered a report.”

The Sovereign’s brow creased. “What? When?”

“Last night. We were…indisposed.” Clearing his throat, Malion retrieved a rolled-up scroll from his belt and handed it to me. “It may further corroborate what you’ve already learned.”

I nodded as I unrolled the parchment. “Vin planned to give them the books we brought back. I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s a lot of similar information. The drow probably stole some of what they had from the surface.”

I perused the report. Kyriel moved to my side so she could read along. There wasn’t all that much here—the sorcerers had summarized their findings in a few digestible paragraphs, with an addendum suggesting that they would be happy to elaborate in person should the Sovereign desire. But it seemed to confirm what we had learned in Ust Perya, and there were a few new details as well.

“Based on numerous reports in the Imperial Archives, the moonstone relic—the Eye of Shalassa—has long been sought by the members of the Sarodihm Kalefarr,” Kyriel read. “They say there are six in total, one for each of the Old Gods: Abalor the Infinite, Dathiel the Watcher, Escar the Guardian, Illisaya the Eternal, Shalassa the Moonmaiden, and Zelioth the Spider Queen. Each reliquary is supposedly infused with the knowledge of the patron god, knowledge that was sealed away by their loyal disciples in the aftermath of the Godswar.”

“That fits in well with what Vin and I discovered in Ust Perya,” I said, lowering the parchment. “Somehow, the drow got their hands on the ‘Eye of Abalor,’ and it’s what Daerulis used to make her bargain with Lumos Bastrel.”

“And now Rilas has it,” Kyriel agreed. “But he wasn’t carrying it with him in Ust Perya. I wonder why.”

I shrugged. “Maybe more awkward to carry as a dragon, especially if he was shifting back and forth.”

“Whatever the case, he must be keeping it at Oro Sarn,” Alessara said. “We will destroy it along with him and the remainder of the Tirzak forces.”

The Dragon Father crossed his arms. “Our forces still need at least another week to gather, maybe more. The forces from the Western Span and Tideskorn Coast are only just assembling.”

“Then the Legion will need to apply pressure where it can to keep the Tirzak pinned in the mountains. But regardless of whether it’s two weeks or a month, Rilas Bastrel is doomed. His defeat in Ust Perya reveals his weakness.”

“But it also makes him more dangerous,” Malion added gravely. “He may have been arrogant and reckless before, but now he’s cornered. Dragons do not suffer defeat easily. He will lash out and destroy everything he can.”

“He will try,” Alessara said, her face hardened. “But we will be ready for him.”


12
Fate


I slept longer and deeper than I had in a long time. Most of that was sheer fatigue, since I had only rested for a few hours total over the past few days, but some of it was a result of the mighty feast Lia had prepared for me when I got back to my quarters. Tender veal, rich mutton, spicy potatoes…she had prepared enough to feed a small army.

Or one dragon. I ate and drank like a glutton while recounting the story of our journey to her. She listened with rapt attention, her face oscillating from amazement to horror and back again as I described the battle. But by the time I finished, Lia was mostly worried about Nirivi. That was when I revealed that the drow sorceress had come to me the night before the battle, and that I’d finally had my first real experience with a Pain Maiden.

I had assumed that Lia would be overjoyed by the news, which she was. What I hadn’t expected was for her to get so hot that she practically begged me to fuck her while I recounted every juicy detail, or that she would spend twice before I finished inside her. As we kissed afterward, her supple faeyn body bent around mine, I couldn’t help but look forward to the next time the three of us were together. I had the distinct feeling it would be even more intense and pleasurable than when Lia had helped me with Nirivi’s first “trial” of endurance.

The next day, I spent most of the afternoon in Tari Barad dealing with military matters. The Dragon Father was there as well, and we spent hours discussing potential strategies for laying siege to Oro Sarn with Legate Morovir, Lord Akathi, and several house army commanders. I didn’t return to Tir Bereth until after nightfall, and the Wyrmguard soldiers informed me that Princess Kyriel was expecting me in her quarters as soon as possible.

The news put a smile on my face. I immediately made my way through the palace to her chambers, amazed that it had been several days since the two of us had been able to spend any time alone together. I was eager to correct that tonight, especially since we had both enjoyed some much-needed sleep. I made a promise to myself right then and there that Kyriel would be absolutely exhausted again by morning.

Her bodyguards announced my arrival when I was still halfway down the corridor, and they cracked open the door so I could enter. I closed it behind me the moment I stepped inside.

Her chambers were dark; none of the glowstones in the wall sconces were active, nor were there any candles burning by her bed or bathing pool. The only source of light came from the moonlight filtering in through the wall-length balcony windows. I could see Kyriel standing outside, her slender body little more than a shadowy silhouette in the glass.

I moved out to meet her, my brow furrowing in concern. She wasn’t a brooder, but I wondered if the darkness might have been a reflection of her mood…

Fortunately, my concerns faded when I joined her on the balcony and saw her smiling face in the dim light. She was wearing an exotic dress I’d never seen before, and it made her look more beautiful than ever. The fabric was the typical shade of Valostri blue, but the sparkly, diaphanous design was a stark contrast to the normally opaque scaly silk. With the moonlight shining through, I could see every delicate feminine curve of her lithe figure.

The dress was cut low and cropped high, giving me an unobstructed view of the taut, flat belly that would—Dragon Goddess willing—soon grow thick with my child. Her teardrop sapphire earrings sparkled in the dim light when she turned her head, as did the dainty golden filigrees around her wrists and ankles. Her feet were bare, and her toenails were painted the same vibrant red as her lips and fingernails.

She had set out a bottle of wine and two glasses for us on the small, circular wooden table outside. I could smell the sweet, heady aroma of the liquor the moment I walked outside, though it was quickly overpowered by the princess’s flowery perfume when she glided over and stretched up on her tiptoes to plant a soft kiss on my lips.

“I’m glad you could make it,” Kyriel whispered.

I chuckled as I gently tucked her long blonde locks behind her pointed ears. “You really thought I’d ignore a summons from the Dragon Princess?”

“No, but that doesn’t mean I can’t still be happy to see you. It feels like it has been an age since we’ve been out here.”

“It really does,” I agreed. “You look radiant.”

“I know,” she said, lips curling into a wry but seductive smile. “I wanted to be extra pretty for you. It’s a special night.”

“It always is when I’m here.” I gave her waist a gentle squeeze. “Though I’m a little surprised you went to all the effort of putting on a new dress.”

Kyriel arched a golden eyebrow. “And why is that?”

“Because you won’t be wearing it for long.”

She laughed as she slid her arms around the back of my neck. “A dangerous presumption for a male,” she teased. “Consorts have been flogged for less.”

“Oh, it’s not a presumption—it’s a simple fact,” I said. “I’m going to have you on your back long before we finish that bottle.”

Her blue eyes sparkled. “My back? Perhaps you’ve forgotten who is the princess and who is the consort.”

“Not at all,” I said, my hands settling on her hips as my voice dropped to a growl. “I just don’t care.”

Kyriel gasped when I lifted her up into my arms, but she didn’t hesitate to lock her legs around my waist or to pull our mouths together for another kiss. I recalled the first time I’d lifted her up like this on my own balcony. It had been the night after we had trained together, and the sweltering heat of her unspoiled royal cunt had been practically begging me to stretch it open for the first time. Her core felt even hotter now with only the illusion of my glamour stone and thin fabric of her panties separating our flesh. I yearned to slip my manhood inside her and enjoy her velvety vise all night.

“I suppose…mmm…” she moaned through a kiss as I carried her across the balcony. “I suppose I should make as much use of you as I can before you officially start your harem.”

“You can always make them wait their turn,” I said, setting her down on the edge of the table, then sending my fingers crawling up her smooth thighs all the way to her waist. “Let them know who’s in charge.”

“True.” Kyriel straightened and stretched out her legs so I could easily slide her panties from her hips and over her thighs before flinging them across the balcony. “But it’s getting to be quite an impressive roster. The Vaz Gorati Blood Mother of Lostrien, the Matron Mother of Ust Perya…not a bad start for a dustborn dragon.”

“Not at all,” I agreed, snickering.

“But there will be more.” She reached between us to deactivate my glamour stone, then help guide my swollen tip to her sodden slit. “This magnificent dragon cock of yours is going to be very wet and very tired soon.”

“The heavy burden of being a Wyrm Lord.”

I had just started to ease myself inside her when Kyriel abruptly squeezed my arms and pulled her lips back.

“Wait!”

“What is it?” I asked, my breath heavy and my manhood getting stiffer by the moment.

“I…I wanted to talk.”

I planted a gentle kiss on the tip of her nose. “I didn’t think that’s what consorts were for.”

“They have more than one use.”

“Since when?”

“Since I realized I could ride mine in bed and in battle.” Kyriel smirked as she ran her fingers through my short hair. “If I stop and really think about the fight in Ust Perya, the whole thing is terrifying. But it also reminded me of the stories about dragons and their adventuring harems before the days of the Blood Drought.”

I paused, realizing she wasn’t being playful or making me wait in order to frustrate me. She really did have something on her mind.

“Vin mentioned them once,” I said. “You mean dragons and their wives adventuring across the world for years before settling down?”

“Not years—decades,” Kyriel said. “There’s something romantic about companionship being more than alliances and breeding and sharing the blood. It was never exactly the same here in Lostrien, since our traditions have always been unique in the Empire. But still…I always liked the stories, even if they seemed too fantastic to be real.”

She gently caressed my cheek. “At least, until I met you. I know it’s only been a month—that’s barely any time for humans, let alone my people. But you’re already more than just my consort. You’re special. We’re special.”

Her blue eyes glittered, and she leaned forward to kiss me again. It was soft and warm, passionate and loving. And while there was no denying the lustful heat that built between us every time our bodies touched, this was something else entirely. It was less primal, less spontaneous…but every bit as powerful.

Maybe more.

“I realized something earlier,” Kyriel whispered, holding our mouths close as our lips parted. “Something…scandalous.”

“That Vin is kind of a slut, even for a blood priestess?”

“No, something less obvious,” she said with a snicker. “Something so scandalous it would shake the foundation of my family’s rule for all these millennia.”

“What’s that?”

“I don’t want you to be my consort.”

I frowned, wondering if I’d misheard her. “I…I don’t under—”

“I want you to be my husband,” Kyriel finished, smiling. “And I want to be your wife.”

I stared deep into her blue eyes, too stunned to respond. She couldn’t possibly mean that.

“That’s not…” I managed, then forced myself to swallow. “That isn’t how it’s supposed to work.”

“And dustborn dragons aren’t supposed to exist. Your existence breaks all the rules. We might as well break some more while we’re at it.”

She pressed her forehead against mine. “One thing this war has made abundantly clear is that the Empire needs to change if it’s going to survive. Part of that is going to be questioning old traditions, whether that’s provincial customs or Vaz Gorati dogma. My mother broke the rules with the Dustborn Decree and then by choosing my father as a consort instead of the only male dragon in the province. If she could somehow go back to those moments, she would make the same choices again, I know she would. Change may be difficult, but sometimes it’s necessary.”

“I thought the idea of a consort was to help hold the province together,” I said. “If the Dragon Sovereign has children with men from different houses over time, it gives everyone a reason to work together for a common goal.”

“That may have worked once, but Lostrien hasn’t been unified in a long time.” Kyriel shook her head. “Besides, I don’t want to be with any other men. I want to be with you, for as long as I can.”

Her knees locked more tightly around my waist. “That is,” she purred, grinning as she nibbled at my lip, “unless you’d rather remain my toy.”

I gave her soft thighs a squeeze. “That’s an option?”

“It would certainly be the easier path. And then I wouldn’t have to change the rules for Pawns and Princesses. The Consort could remain the sacrificial piece forever.”

I laughed, then kissed her again. Somehow it was even warmer than before.

“There is one problem,” I said when our lips finally parted again.

“What’s that?”

“I promised Vin that she could be my First Wife. But there’s no way the Dragon Princess could ever settle for second.”

“No, she won’t,” Kyriel said, eyes twinkling. “But she also doesn’t want the responsibilities of a traditional First Wife. I have more important things to do than manage and discipline your breeding harem. Vin can have that job…and she’ll be damn good at it, too. She’ll make sure you have a pretty girl underneath you every night.”

“Mmph,” I managed as she kissed me again. “They might have to make due with afternoons.”

“Why’s that?” she asked through my lips.

“Because my evenings are spoken for.”

Squeezing her thighs, I thrust inside her. Kyriel sighed in contentment, her eyes fluttering and her head tilting backward. I kissed her neck as I plunged deeper, my cock basking in her royal heat. Few pleasures in life ever lived up to expectation, but somehow her silken embrace always exceeded it. She was such a perfect fit it was as if a divine hand had sculpted her cunt just for me.

Considering how many gods were involved in our lives these days, that may have actually been true…

“Maybe…mmm…” Kyriel moaned as I pulled out, then thrust into her again. “Maybe we’ll need a new naming system. Something…ooh!…something even better than First Wife.”

I kissed my way from her throat back to her lips. “You could always get a different brand from the others.”

She laughed into another moan. “I will not be branded, not unless you want a House Valostri stamp on your cock.”

“It might be worth it,” I said, slamming into her hard. “As long as it means I get to spend more of my short dustborn life inside you.”

Our mouths locked as our tongues swirled together. The balcony table began to creak each time I pushed into her, and I started to worry it might crack or fall over.

“Get me to the bed!” Kyriel pleaded.

The inside of her chambers seemed like a thousand miles away right now. If not for the wardstone protecting her room, it might have been worth slipping through the Pale just to get there faster. I was tempted to transform into a Wyrmidon and smash through the balcony window, but I growled and carried her instead. Her hips churned as we moved, milking me even when I couldn’t thrust.

I slammed her onto the sheets once we reached the bed, my hands taking her wrists and pinning them behind her head as I drove into her. Her dress was a tangled mess around her lithe body, but I planned to deal with that later, perhaps after we’d enjoyed some wine. Right now, all I cared about was pumping a thick load of my dragon seed into her royal womb as soon as possible.

“Gods, you feel so good,” I breathed into her ear. “You’re so fucking tight!”

“Then loosen me up,” Kyriel demanded, her fingernails clawing into my back. “We have all night.”

Grinning sadistically, I began hammering away as hard as I could. With the balcony open, someone outside would easily be able to hear our rolling moans and slapping flesh. The thought only made me hotter as I thrust away, fully intent on letting myself go the moment she spent…

But then, just before I lost control, Kyriel’s body abruptly tensed, and she twisted her hips hard enough to roll me over onto my side and then my back. All of a sudden she was the one on top of me, and she gave me a sly, seductive look as she reached up and used her thumbs to pull the straps of her dress off her shoulders.

My hands couldn’t help themselves; they acted of their own accord as they grazed along her sides until they reached her breasts. Kyriel leaned forward, bringing our mouths back together as she took control.

“We’re going to need some rules about your harem,” she cooed, nibbling at my chin.

“Oh yeah?” I asked, panting. “Like what?”

“I’m going to need a tribute.”

“Tribute?”

“Mmhmm,” she purred, rolling her hips again. I was amazed I didn’t immediately explode; I swore, she knew exactly how to move and tease my cock.

“What’s that…oh…” I groaned, giving her tits a firm squeeze. “What does that involve?”

“It’s simple. Every time you fuck another woman when I’m not around, you have to come and give me a dose of dragon seed before you have another.”

I laughed. “That’s it?”

“That’s it,” Kyriel said, smiling as she kissed my lips. “But you had better not run out, because after I’m finally pregnant, I’m going to expect you to start shooting it on me instead.”

My cock twinged inside her. “On you?”

“Absolutely. I can’t let Vin have all the fun. I can’t wait to feel it on my stomach, my tits, my mouth…”

Kyriel snickered and churned her hips again, then leaned forward and brought her lips to my ear. “You can paint your pretty princess any way you want,” she crooned. “How does that sound?”

With a feral roar, I grabbed her sides and flipped her onto her back again. She squealed in delight as I began hammering away, hands shifting to her ankles so I could pry her legs open as far as I could. Her hands slid around the back of my neck, and her tits jiggled with every thrust.

“Come on, fuck me!” she shouted. “Fuck your princess! Give me all your…your…ngn…seed…ooo!”

Her nimble elven body convulsed in climax beneath me. The mere sight of her losing control was all it took to overwhelm the last of mine, and with a final, desperate thrust, I pumped everything I had deep inside her. Kyriel gasped with each spurt, as if she could feel it flooding her womb. The tattoos on her right arm flared to life as they drank greedily of my draconic power.

I collapsed on top of her, catching my breath as I kissed my way up her pale neck. Her eyes were still closed, but I could see them fluttering beneath her lids. So when I finally reached her lips, I smiled and cradled her soft cheeks in my hands.

“Let me see those pretty dragon eyes,” I whispered.

Her lids fluttered open, revealing that they had once again changed from their normal brilliant blue to sparkling gold. But this time, even her pupils were different—they had become vertical draconic slits.

“There we go,” I said, smiling. “Maybe if I give you a little bit more, they’ll…Kyri?”

Her body had started twitching beneath me. At first, I thought it might merely be aftershocks of her climax, but then her breaths became labored and her eyelids started fluttering.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“I…” she managed, her hands sliding from the back of my head to brace on my shoulders. “I don’t…I can’t…”

“Kyri?”

“Ahh!”

Her scream interrupted me, and before I could react she shoved me off her so hard I flew backward and nearly rolled off the bed. I caught myself just before I smashed into the footboard, but when I looked back I saw her scrambling out of the bed.

“Kyriel, what’s wrong?” I asked.

The princess scrambled across the floor toward the open balcony, her tattoos blazing so brightly they could illuminate the entire chamber on their own. Her dress was twisted around her midsection, and I could see trails of my pearly seed sliding down her inner thighs.

Kyriel had made it all the way out on the balcony by the time I caught up with her, and I wondered if she might be about to wretch over the edge. But she dropped to all fours instead, and she was breathing so hard her entire body was shaking.

“Stay back!” she shouted.

“Kyri, what…?”

My voice trailed off when I saw a strange silvery-blue glimmer on her left arm. For a moment, I thought that her tattoos had somehow spread across her body, but then I realized I wasn’t looking at vatari markings…I was looking at scales.

Dragon scales.

They spread across her skin like wildfire, and it only took a few seconds before her entire body started to grow. I watched, transfixed, as her hands transformed into claws and blue leathery wings sprouted from her back. Soon she had grown so large that she knocked over the table and bottles of wine, then smashed through both the windows and the railing. The entire balcony shuddered as if it might collapse beneath the weight of her massive new body.

The body of a silvery-blue dragon.

To Be Concluded

[image: ]

Dragon Centurion will conclude soon!

In the meantime, you should check out The Dragon Sovereign if you haven't! You may also enjoy my other fantasy harem works like Dread Knight

If you enjoyed this book, please, please consider leaving a review or even just a quick rating. I hate begging for reviews more than anyone, but they really are important for independent authors.

For updates about new releases, you can join my email list by heading to https://www.sarahhawke.com/newsletter

You can also follow me online on Facebook and on Twitter (@hawkenovels)

And finally, you can support me on Patreon (Hawkenovels) for frequent updates, chapter previews, reader polls, and a chance to give me story suggestions directly!


Appendix


Abalor: One of the Six Gods. Worshiped as the Arbiter, a god of arcane magic, change, and time. Alternatively invoked as the Destroyer, a demon of death, entropy, and judgment

Abethaal: An imperial province on the western coast. Home of Selod Maril, the largest vatari mine in the Empire

Adamantine: A rare, nearly unbreakable metal found only in the Underworld

Aether: the source of magic, can only be channeled by sorcerers or agents of the Six Gods

Anar Dol: The great caldera at the center of the continent that hosts the Council of Wyrms

Avetharri: Also known as highborn elves, the rulers of the Avethian Empire

Chagarri: a race of cat-like hunters

Dalidor: the Dragon Apostle of earth, tradition, and stability

Dathiel: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Watcher, a god of air, truth, and vigilance. Alternatively invoked as the Ravener, a demon of hatred, inquisition, and vengeance

Dragon Apostle: The collective name for Lahara’s children. While they are not gods themselves, they are often worshipped as such by the highborn

Drow: also known as dark elves. Most drow have migrated to Sulinor and left the Empire

Dustborn: Slur referring to the short-lived, non-elven races

Escar: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Guardian, a god of duty, earth, justice, and protection. Alternatively invoked as the Oppressor, a demon of corruption, strife, and tyranny

Faeyn: also known as wood elves. Native to Falinor

Flensing: The name for the backlash caused by overchanneling the Aether, can potentially be lethal

Godsworn: Colloquial name for the Sarodihm Kalefarr (see below)

Highborn: The common name for the Avetharri elves who rule the Empire

Illisaya: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Eternal Lady, a goddess of beauty, fertility, life, and water. Or invoked as the Decaying Mistress, a demon of despair, entropy, pestilence, and torment

Lahara: The Dragon Goddess, the first dragon whose children created the Empire

Larnis: female concubine of a male Wyrm Lord

Lomir Drakath: The capital province of Varellon that hosts the Elder Dragons and their wives

Lostrien: One of the oldest Imperial provinces, ruled by House Valostri and its female Sovereigns for 10,000 years

Moonsilver: A rare metal that is lighter yet stronger than steel

Nugul: A slur for “without magic”

Old Gods: Also knowns as the Six Gods, deities of the ancient world overthrown and cast into the Pale by the Wyrm Lords

Orc: A strong, powerful race of warriors with a long history of being enslaved

Pale: A shadowy realm of demons coterminous with the physical world. The prison of the Old Gods

Quarnis: handmaiden of a female Wyrm Lord

Sanathar: Dragon Apostle of wind and flight

Sarodihm Kalefarr: The "Keepers of the Old Ways," an ancient cult dedicated to the Six Gods and their restoration. Direct rivals of the Wyrm Lords

Shalassa: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Moonmaiden, a goddess of illusion, light, mysteries, and nature. Or invoked as the Shadowblade, a demon of darkness, deception, murder, and secrets

Sorcery: the art of channeling the Aether. Only practiced by those born with the gift

Solterys: The First Sorcerer, consort to Lahara, creator of the Veil

Tirzak: Mantis creatures who once inhabited most of Varellon before being purged by the dragons

Varellon: the name of the continent ruled by the Empire

Vatari: A magical crystal that absorbs magic. The key component in all artifice

Vaz Gorati: Sisterhood of highborn blood priestesses who worship Lahara and protect the dragon blood. They manage marriages and bloodlines across the Empire

The Veil: The barrier between the physical world and the Pale created by Solterys. Prevents demons from crossing over and imprisons the Old Gods

Wyrm Lord: the title given to full dragons when they come of age

Zelioth: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Liberator, a goddess of fire, freedom, passion, and strength. Or invoked as the Spider Queen, a demon of betrayal, bondage, competition, and lust

Zinshasa: The Dragon Apostle of desire and lust, patron of concubines
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