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Prologue

9605: The 5th Year of Sovereign Krynn Mandar’s Reign


The parked merchant carriage was long and narrow, and the frayed, red-gold sail mounted on a mast protruding through the roof made it look like a sailing ship on wheels. The lines that normally secured the sail had been left to dangle freely, but there was no wind tonight. The red-gold rectangle hung limp like a forlorn banner.  
The Nogasti nomads were the only ones who built their carriages in such a way, not merely for decorative flair but because they genuinely believed that if their sky god favored them, the hot Droughtlands winds would ease the burden from their mounts. 
Lathriel had no idea if the sail worked or not. What she did know was that the men who had been driving the carriage all day weren’t Nogasti nomads. In fact, they weren’t human at all. 
Crouching atop the low cliff hiding her from view, being careful not to dislodge any rocks and give away her position, she drew an arrow from her quiver and gently nocked it to her bowstring. Her brother had spent countless hours teaching her how to move quietly when she stalked her prey, and her years as a scout in the Skywatch had only reinforced his lessons. 
It was almost a waste that she didn’t need to worry about that here. Her targets were laughing so boisterously around their campfire that they wouldn’t have been able to hear her even if they’d been fully alert.
She set her jaw as one of the Avetharri soldiers finally drifted away from the campfire toward the parked carriage about fifteen yards away. The flat, arid plains were shrouded in darkness, and the firelight didn’t offer any help when her target walked around to the other side of the carriage. But she knew he’d gone over there for a reason, and she waited patiently for him to activate his glowstone.
The blue light was soft and dim, not much brighter than a candle, but that was more than enough for her to see him push aside the red curtains and reach through the carriage window in search of the liquor his commander didn’t want his underlings to drink. Fortunately for the soldiers, their commander was currently inside his tent fucking the whore they’d brought along for entertainment. 
Drawing in a deep breath and holding it, Lathriel lifted her bow and took aim. The soldier had helpfully removed his helmet and left it by the campfire, giving her a clear, unobstructed look at his long white hair, dirty face, and pointed ears. 
He had just popped the cork and brought the bottle of wine to his lips when her arrow split open his skull and splattered gore across the back of the wagon. The bottle shattered on the hard rocky ground at his feet, which immediately killed the ongoing conversation at the campfire. Lathriel nocked another arrow and waited, wondering if both remaining soldiers would come to investigate at the same time and save her the trouble of picking them off one by one. But one of the men had been stripping off his armor in preparation for his turn with the whore, and he signaled for the other to go prevent their friend from raiding the commander’s stash.
Lathriel had her bow drawn and ready when the second soldier rounded the carriage and spotted the body of his comrade. She didn’t even give him time to gasp before she put an arrow through the narrow gap in his helmet’s visor and added his corpse to the pile. 
The clatter of his armor crumpling to the ground didn’t draw attention the same way the shattering glass had, though that may have had something to do with the increasingly loud theatrics coming from the tent. The commander must have been nearly finished with the whore, and the remaining soldier was clearly more concerned about being ready for his turn than whatever his drunken companions were doing behind the carriage. 
Unfortunately, that meant he probably wouldn’t come to investigate right away, and he was too far away for her to guarantee a quick kill. Besides, if she waited much longer, there was a chance the commander would emerge from the tent and make this more complicated than it needed to be. While she didn’t doubt her ability to take out two of these fools at once, there was no reason to be sloppy. Especially since it increased the odds that the whore would get injured in the skirmish.
Sliding her bow onto her back, Lathriel stood upright and shuffled to the edge of her perch. The sides of the sloping, crescent-shaped cliff were jagged enough to offer plenty of good handholds, and she struck a balance between speed and silence as she climbed down. She stalked forward once she reached the ground, her hand dropping to her belt to retrieve one of her slender throwing knives. 
“What in the bloody void is going on back there?” the remaining soldier grumbled to himself as he pulled off his right boot. He muttered something else she couldn’t hear, then abruptly turned around. 
Lathriel was caught in the open about halfway between the carriage and the campfire with nowhere to hide. But that was all right. This hunt would soon be over. 
The soldier’s face lit up at the sight of the masked assailant stalking him, but just like with his friends, she didn’t give him time to shout a warning before she hurled the knife into his throat. His choked-off gurgles weren’t loud enough to disturb his commander in the tent, though landing on the fire might change that. So, a heartbeat before his body collapsed into the flames, Lathriel stretched out with her mind and tapped into her newfound power. 
A warm, soothing sensation engulfed her, as if she had submerged herself in a hot bath. Using the techniques the Sarodihm had taught her—techniques she didn’t fully understand—she manipulated the air surrounding the campfire and sucked it away, leaving an empty bubble in its place. 
Denied its necessary fuel, the fire sputtered out. And when the guard’s corpse toppled onto the embers, it did so in absolute silence. 
She held the spell for several seconds, watching as the heat tried to ignite the man’s clothing only to fail without air to sustain the blaze. Smoke still rose up from the corpse, and she had to endure the continued furious grunting from inside the tent. But as the commander’s euphoric moans grew louder and faster, she finally released her spell and allowed the air to return in a rush. The lingering sizzle sounded similar enough to the crackling of wood that there was no way a man in mid-coitus would possibly discern the difference. 
The camp had gone dark, however, which would draw his attention once he was finally finished. In preparation, Lathriel wrenched her knife from the throat of the dead soldier, then skulked her way over to the side of the tent. 
She didn’t have to wait long. The commander finished in a flurry of awkward grunts, and perhaps a minute later, he pushed open the flap of the tent and stepped outside. Lathriel gave him two whole seconds to gape in shock at the corpse smothering the fire before she pounced from the shadows and slit his throat. She didn’t bother holding on to his body or trying to muffle the noise of his inevitable collapse. She kicked him onto his face as he choked on his own blood, then slipped inside the tent with her knife still in hand. 
The whore was still kneeling atop the pile of cushions. Like Lathriel, she was a faeyn—and probably about the same age, too, with brown hair and eyes. Her naked body was glistening with the guard commander’s seed, a ritual no doubt designed to remind his men who had the right and privilege to take her first. 
There but for the grace of the gods…
Lathriel winced at the thought. It hadn’t been that long ago when her family had been trying to groom her as a future concubine. If they’d gotten their way, she could have easily ended up in the same position as this girl, spending her nights on her back in exchange for coin to support her family. Her brother had been the only one who’d bucked the idea; he was the reason she had learned to hunt and shoot and defend herself. 
This girl obviously hadn’t been so lucky. She screamed at the top of her lungs the moment she saw Lathriel enter. 
“I’m not going to hurt you,” Lathriel soothed, lowering the knife in her hand and pulling down her hood and mask with the other. She had hoped that the sight of another wood elf female might help the girl relax, but it didn’t seem to have any effect at all. 
“Please!” she blubbered, “Please, don’t…don’t…”
“I won’t.” 
Lathriel stayed still with her hands held out, but it didn’t take long before the other woman was a sobbing, quivering mess on the cushions.
“Shit,” Lathriel hissed in exasperation, glancing around the tent. The recovery team would be here soon, and she could have them bring this girl back to their camp where she’d be safe. And once she calmed down, the Sarodihm would give her the opportunity to join up. 
She wouldn’t be the first to take such an offer.
For now, though, there was obviously nothing Lathriel could do to help. She started searching the tent instead, though nothing immediately jumped out as useful. No letters or equipment, no coin or stash of vatari dust…
These men had definitely gone all-in on the Nogasti merchant charade, which likely meant that the ruse had worked in the past. It wasn’t all that surprising. The Dragon Sovereign understood that his enemies in the Reach wouldn’t attack human merchants on their way to Sethuil, and he’d decided to use that to his advantage. If not for their spies in the city, she never would have known the truth about this shipment. 
Lathriel scowled. Krynn Mandar was a liar, a murderer, and a slaver…but he wasn’t stupid. He knew that the rebels in the Reach—the Underborn—would attack Sethuil soon, and he was funneling weapons, armor, and supplies into his city any way he could. This was the third caravan she’d intercepted herself. The question was what exactly this one was carrying. 
After casting a final mournful glance at the cowering faeyn woman, Lathriel slipped out of the tent and made her way to the carriage. Since the guards had already helpfully opened the side window for her, she plucked the fallen glowstone from the growing pools of blood and used it to look inside. The visible cargo was nothing special—mostly liquor with a few cases of herbs and spices—but there had to be more somewhere inside. 
Pulling herself up onto the sill of the window, being careful to stay on the lookout for warding glyphs or other potential surprises, Lathriel slipped into the carriage to get a better look. She found the hidden compartment less than a minute later, and she reached out to the Aether to dispel the nearly invisible ward sealing it shut. 
She expected to find a small stash of moonsilver weapons—glaives, shields, arrows. But instead, the cargo was little more than raw materials. 
“What?” she breathed, inspecting a crate of iron ingots. On the side of the hold were numerous smaller boxes and pouches, and a quick inspection revealed that they were filled with vatari dust. Not runestones, not glyphs, not even molds—just dust. 
It was still quite valuable, of course, especially the vatari. Even raw dust had quintupled in value thanks to the Sovereign’s insistence on controlling exports from Selod Maril to the rest of the Empire. But raw materials weren’t going to help the defenders, certainly not on any reasonable timeframe. Surely the Sovereign knew that the Underborn were planning to attack Sethuil soon…
Lathriel had no explanation for the strange discovery, but the back of her neck was still tingling uncomfortably when she slid outside the carriage and heard the approaching hooves of the recovery team coming to secure the cargo. 
What in the Moonmaiden’s name is the Sovereign up to now? 
Her allies rolled up in their empty wagon shortly thereafter. She counted about a dozen of them, mostly humans and half-orcs like the majority of the Underborn. A year ago, many of them had been laboring away in the fields or mines outside Vimaldis, but now, thanks to a charismatic leader—and careful aid from the Sarodihm—they were on the verge of liberating the entire Reach from the Sovereign’s control.
The only non-human among them, a young dark elven man with short white hair and glowing red eyes, headed straight for her. His leather armor had been stripped of all identifying markings just in case he got captured. House Teviss couldn’t afford to be seen supporting the Underborn rebels, not without invoking the Sovereign’s wrath. 
“Incredible,” Fendryl said, his head shaking. “One day you’ll have to let me tag along. I want to see how a single woman could take out—”
“There’s a whore in the tent,” Lathriel interrupted. “Take her back to your camp and let her get cleaned up, then bring to her to the fort. I’m holding you personally responsible for her safety. If anyone so much as lays a hand on her…”
“They won’t,” he said, frowning. “You have my word.”
“Good.” Her lips thinned as his men pried open the back of the carriage in preparation to transfer the cargo. “Karn will be disappointed, but there’s no weapons for us to take.”
Fendryl raised an eyebrow. “What?”
“The whole shipment is raw materials. Iron, vatari, herbs…” Lathriel shrugged. “We need to figure out what they’re for.”
His expression turned grim. “Maybe the Sovereign knew we were tracking his shipments. This way, stealing it isn’t nearly as valuable. We have enough smiths to use the iron, but the vatari might as well be salt. None of the dustborn know a damn thing about artifice.”
“Neither do we,” Lathriel reminded him tartly. “But that can’t be the reason. Karn’s armies have been camped at Nost Darah for a month. The Sovereign must know his artificers won’t have enough time to do anything with these materials before we attack.”
“The Sovereign is an arrogant man,” Fendryl said, one of his white eyebrows lifting. “You of all people shouldn’t need to be reminded of that.”
Lathriel skewered him with a glare, but he immediately raised his hands in apology. 
“Sorry, that was…well, sorry,” he managed awkwardly. “Anyway, whatever he planned to use this cargo for, we stopped him. Any advantage we can give these people is worth it. The more equipment the Sovereign wastes on infighting, the less he’ll have to supply his armies on the borders. Eventually, the Empire will break through and depose him.”
Even if they do, it won’t bring Alamir back. Nothing will. 
The black thought burned like venom inside her. No, there was nothing she could do to resurrect Alamir, nor his vision for the future of Abethaal. Whoever the Empire eventually installed on the throne, there was every reason to believe that he would be every bit as cruel and oppressive. And there was no way he’d free the armies of conscripted dustborn slaves. He would likely just use them to “restore order” in the province. 
But that was tomorrow’s battle. Today, her only priority was to take the fight to the man who had murdered Alamir. 
And kill him.
“Get everything loaded,” she said. “I’m going to head back.”
“Wait,” Fendryl said, reaching out to take her wrist as she tried to turn. But when she shot him a glare that could have melted stone, he promptly let go. “I, uh…don’t you want to celebrate your victory? Karn’s people wouldn’t appreciate the wine anyway. You deserve a chance to—”
“Get it done,” Lathriel said. “And remember, no one lays a finger on the girl.”
She strode off into the darkness without waiting for a reply. She hiked the quarter mile around the hills to where her wyvern, Vilyanos, waited. He was half-asleep when she returned, and his orange-yellow eyes opened at her approach. His poisonous stinger began to twitch excitedly when she placed her hand on his neck. 
“Boring night, I know,” she said, rubbing his scales the way he liked. “Maybe next time we won’t have to bother with stealth.”
She hopped into the saddle, and a minute later they were airborne and flying west toward the Virshale Peaks. With her new power, she was able to stir the air beneath her mount’s wings, increasing his speed beyond anything she’d thought possible before she’d felt the touch of the Aether. 
Before she had made her pact with the Sarodihm…and the Old Gods they served. 
Lathriel harbored no illusions about the nature of her dark bargain. But giving her life—her very soul—to the Godsworn was a small price to pay for the power to stand up to a dragon. 
And avenge the only man she had ever loved.




1
Faith and Destiny


The vatari dagger speared into my chest, stealing my breath and  unleashing a river of molten agony in my veins. 
“Don’t worry,” my best friend said, his green eyes blazing and his lips twisted into a dark, cruel smile. “The Vorskai will pay for what they did to you. I will make certain of it.” 
And then, with a stiff kick, he sent me plummeting off the edge of the plateau into the valley. The wind whipped past my ears as the ground rushed to greet me…and for a few heartbeats, the world seemed to halt around me. I could see the trail of blood spewing from my wound; I could hear the snapping of bone and flesh as my murderer transformed into a dragon. And right before my dying body crashed into the rocks beneath the Dragonfall overlook, I could see the faces of everyone I’d leave behind. 
My father and mother. Sariss and Karethys. Lathriel…
There was no pain when I hit the ground, only a brutal impact, as if my body were already dead. Yet, before the darkness crashed over me, I could hear the red dragon overhead unleashing devastation across the valley. And I could see the red-haired girl I’d come here to meet running for her life as the flames consumed everyone and everything around her…
I awoke with a start, my hand clutching at my chest as if I’d been stabbed. But there was nothing there. No blood, no dagger, no shirt. All that remained was my wounded flesh and the now-vivid memory of its creation. After five long years, the fog clouding my mind had been lifted, and I remembered who I really was. 
And the fatal mistake I’d made. 
Wincing against the sudden twinge of pain from the purple scar at the center of my chest, I leaned up from my bedroll and looked out at the clear, moonlit sky. The Vorskai had pulled back from the burned-out villages in the Dragonfall valley and set up camp closer to the entrance of the gorm tunnel they used to travel beneath the mountains. If Krynn did return—or if he sent his wyvern riders to try and finish the job for him—the humans could easily retreat into the tunnels and disappear. But no one wanted to rest underground unless they had to.
Pulling off my blanket, taking care to be as quiet as I could, I brought myself to my feet and stepped away from my bedroll, leaning against one of the many boulders here in the foothills. The camp was elevated enough to give me a clear view of the rest of the valley, especially since my half-drow eyes could see as well in the darkness as daylight. There weren’t many remaining signs of this afternoon’s battle; the raging fires I’d started when I’d wiped out Krynn’s army had long since gone out, and the once-impenetrable columns of smoke had been carried away by a strong breeze. 
In their place was a constant flurry of movement from the crows converging for a midnight feast. They would be disappointed that I hadn’t left them much besides ash and bone. 
But I feared they wouldn’t stay hungry for long. More death and destruction would follow before this was over. Of that, I had no doubt. 
With a weary sigh, I held my right arm out in front of me. Before the battle, it had been a long time since I’d replaced my soft, pallid gray flesh with black scales. But now, after five long years, I could once again feel the dragon blood coursing through my veins. 
Yet when I reached out to ignite it, everything felt different than I remembered. 
Something within me had changed yesterday during my battle with Krynn. Tyris had given me the strength I’d needed to unleash the power of my heritage, but ever since I’d awakened after the battle, the dragon blood had felt like poison in my veins. 
All thanks to the corrupted vatari, I thought darkly. The enduring gift from the man who tried to murder me. 
Lowering my arm, I glanced back at the Vorskai girl—the Vorskai woman—lying on her bedroll a few yards away from me. I could feel her power from here, even when I closed my eyes, and I couldn’t help but think about the bizarre circumstances that had brought us together in the first place. 
With Alamir’s—my—memories restored, it felt like only yesterday that I’d taken Sariss to Tiralis and interrogated that Vorskai messenger. His claim had seemed outlandish—the very idea of a human with dragon blood in her veins went against everything the Vaz Gorati sisterhood preached about the nature of our gift. But Tyris wasn’t human, not completely. The blood of a Great House flowed within her veins, and the Vorskai remained convinced that our union was preordained. 
As did Tyris herself. Together, she said, we would liberate her people, end the Blood Drought, and usher in a new age for Varellon and the Avethian Empire. 
As Alamir, I had never been an advocate of prophecy, and Rasmus had distrusted magical portents even more. But I did know one thing for certain: this girl was something special. And in a strange way, I felt responsible for her. My folly here at Dragonfall five years ago had nearly gotten her killed. It was not a mistake I planned to repeat. 
But it was a betrayal I planned to avenge. Soon. 
Gritting my teeth, the face of my former best friend flashing before my eyes, I walked farther away from the camp out into the valley past the Vorskai sentries. Once I was alone in the darkness, I tapped the blue glamour stone hanging around my neck and dismissed my illusory clothing, then reached out to my dragon blood and set it aflame. 
Or rather, tried to. But what had once been second nature now felt like a distant memory, hazy and out of reach. Persevering, I pushed harder—and suddenly felt spikes of agony stab through my entire body. 
“Fuck,” I snarled, stopping before I keeled over. Without Tyris, I couldn’t do it. Her power was like the flint to my tinder, the only spark that could push me past the hungry vatari that stood between me and my birthright. Without her…
Without her I couldn’t become my true self. Not merely Alamir or Rasmus, but a dragon. A Wyrm Lord. 
The rightful Sovereign of Abethaal. 
I sat in silence for several minutes before I touched the glamour stone and restored my illusory clothing. A part of me was tempted to run back to the camp and wake her up. With her touch, I could spread my wings. I could head straight for Tel Kithas, then land atop the aviary and demand to face the man who’d betrayed me. 
But as pleasant as it was to imagine returning home and reclaiming what was mine, I knew it was only a fantasy. For now, at least. I may have had the personal power to smash my way into the palace, but without the political power to back it up, my triumph would be short-lived. 
The hard truth of the matter was that I hadn’t been a beloved figure like some of my ancestors in the distant past. If I had, exposing Krynn’s betrayal might have been enough to restore my throne all by itself. But the Great Houses of Abethaal had opposed me when I’d been alive—they’d resented the thought of a half-drow prince, and they hadn’t liked my agenda for the future much, either. They wouldn’t simply fall into line if I came back from the dead. 
No, this was going to be a lot more complicated than exposing a murder. Well, attempted murder—twice. And I couldn’t do it alone. 
I needed to get back to Borkesh and Sabari, and I needed to find my wives. Krynn would undoubtedly be searching for them, assuming he didn’t already know where they were…and hadn’t harmed them after my “death.”
A knot of dread twisted in my stomach, followed by a fresh twinge of pain from my scar. When I had taken dragon form yesterday, the wound had blossomed into something more like a glowing green seam of vatari. I’d looked like some kind of monster. And even now, I could feel its corruption sapping my strength…
As Rasmus the Slayer, I had known that my remaining time on Varellon would be short. I was an elf cursed to live the short life of a dustborn. The orc healers had doubted I would survive a year. Others had given me a bit longer. But in every case, I had known I was living on borrowed time, and I’d come to accept it. 
But that was before I remembered who I really was…and all the things I still needed to do. My wives needed protection. My throne needed saving. And all of Abethaal needed a generation of healing to undo the damage Krynn had done…
A sudden rustle in the grass caught my attention. I turned to see the Vorskai chieftain—the Mosh’Dalar—approaching from the darkness. I couldn’t tell if he’d been asleep or not since he was still wearing the same tattered brown robe and bone headdress as yesterday. 
“Sorry if I woke you,” I said, keeping my voice low. “I just wanted some fresh air.”
“The Moshai beckoned me,” the chieftain said. “To aid the Dragon Messiah.”
I stifled a snort. “I wondered if you would still call me that. You said my destiny was to defeat the Sovereign, but he escaped.”
“You will defeat him,” the chieftain said. “The truth is whispered in the Moshai.”
The quiet confidence in his voice made me envious. He seemed so…unburdened from the complexities of doubt. 
“I don’t suppose it whispered when this would happen, did it?” I asked. “A week? A month? Twenty years?”
“You will defeat him,” the man repeated. “And the Vorskai will be there at your side.”
I’ll take that as a no, I thought to myself. Still, portents of victory were better than the alternative, even if they were frustratingly vague.
The Mosh’Dalar was giving me an odd look. He was perhaps fifty years old, only twice my age, yet he looked more withered than any elf ever would. Such was the curse of the dustborn.
“The Dragon Messiah is filled with uncertainty,” the human said eventually. It was more of a statement than a question. 
“About some things,” I admitted. “But you needn’t worry. I plan to prove your prophecy true, at least the part where I destroy Krynn. He has a lot to answer for.”
The man nodded almost imperceptibly. “But you fear you will not have time before the corruption claims you.”
“Yes,” I said, looking upon him with new eyes and wondering what, if anything, he might know about my scar. “I have been told by many healers and apothecaries that it will kill me someday. Of course, that was before I remembered who and what I was.”
The Mosh’Dalar ventured a few steps closer. “The corruption has seeped into your blood.”
“So it would seem,” I muttered. “And it’s worse when I transform. The wound looks like it came from a ballista bolt, not a dagger.”
“It is a part of you,” he said, opening his palm. I felt the Aether swirl around him as he channeled a spell…and the hunger of my scar flared.
“I don’t suppose your people are experts in cleansing vatari corruption.”
“No,” he lamented, his tone odd. Perhaps the sarcasm was lost in translation. “It is born of darkness and death. And the more you stir your blood, the faster it will consume you.”
My jaw clenched. I had been debating that exact question. I wondered how he knew…or if perhaps he was simply guessing like all the other healers. 
“I was afraid of that,” I said soberly. “I have to figure out how to cure it.”
“The taint cannot be cured.”
My eyes narrowed. “How can you possibly be certain of that?”
“The venom of the Otherworld is not like any other poison,” he said. “It is deep and stubborn. It cannot be cured, only cleansed by flame.”
I followed his gaze back toward the camp. “You mean Tyris.”
“The union of Avetharri and human. The union of the flower and the dragon.”
I grunted, remembering all the Sorokar and Vermillion heraldry in the palace. They were both ancient houses, and it wasn’t as if they had never crossed blood before. Though admittedly, it had been a long time. 
“Is that a different prophecy or part of the same one?” I asked, trying not to sound too skeptical.
“The Moshai has not whispered this truth to me,” the chieftain confessed. “Only her.”
I fell into silence. We were too far away to see the camp, but my mind filled with the image of the slumbering woman I’d only known for a few days. Five years ago, Alamir had been prepared to marry her as part of a peace agreement with the Vorskai. 
The dissonance between the two lives I had lived wasn’t merely confusing. Every time the memories crossed paths, it was as if a part of my sanity slipped away. Truths I’d known as Rasmus weren’t the same as the ones I’d known as Alamir. It was like walking in an echo of another man’s life…or perhaps stepping over his grave.
“Tyris told me that she’s had visions others have not,” I said. “That was why she went to Siren Falls herself.”
“Her belief has never wavered,” the Mosh’Dalar said. “And now you are here among us. If she had not followed her heart, the Vorskai would have perished.”
He wasn’t wrong. If the Vorskai had gone to Krynn’s meeting without me, he would have slaughtered them. And if they’d fallen back into the caverns, his army would have chased them. Krynn might have even ordered them to seek out and destroy the Vorskai settlements scattered throughout the mountains.
“Only she can temper the corruption,” the Mosh’Dalar added. “And only you can destroy the Dragon Sovereign.”
“It’s a nice story,” I said quietly. “For all our sakes, I hope it’s true.”
The chieftain studied me yet again. I couldn’t help but notice the burns scarring the side of his face and arm. Like my chest, they were wounds from Krynn’s betrayal at Dragonfall. 
“I understand your fear, Fakash Tal’Shira,” he said. “Your past was stolen from you, and your future has a short wick.”
“Yes,” I said. “I made peace with dying a long time ago, but that was before I realized how much I have left to do.”
“You asked if the Moshai has told me when you will be victorious. In a way, it has.”
My smile was tight. “Because if I don’t have much time left, it must be soon.”
He nodded gravely. “You carry a great burden. But you are the Dragon Messiah. It is your destiny to sacrifice your own future for ours.”
A coldness crawled up my back. 
“I suppose we’ll find out,” I whispered. I looked up at the sky, aglitter with countless stars crowned by a blazing silver crescent moon. “I can’t stay here. I hope you understand that. I need to find my other allies.”
“Yes,” the Mosh’Dalar said. “We will return to the mountains for a time…but only for a time. The valley calls us home, and many are ready to answer.”
“I understand,” I said, sweeping my gaze out across the green, fertile lands marred by burned-out villages and smoldering corpses. “You’ll get your chance one day.”
“I know we will,” the chieftain said with a weary grin. “But you should rest. As you said, you have much to do in precious little time.”
He turned and began hobbling back toward the camp. I watched him for a moment, wondering as always if I should believe a word of the Vorskai prophecies…and if he was right about the nature—and inevitability—of my festering wound. I didn’t want to believe it. Because if he was right, I might not have had time to find my wives, let alone defeat Krynn and restore Abethaal…
But then, I had survived death once. I could do it again. Not out of stubbornness or pride or a lust for vengeance, but because there were three women out there counting on me. Women I loved…women I had unwittingly abandoned for five long years. 
“I’m coming,” I said into the darkness, ignoring the fresh spike of pain inside me. “I promise.”
[image: image-placeholder]Yet again, I awoke with a start, but this time there was no dagger plunging through my chest. Instead, it was pure magical energy. 
“I apologize,” Tyris said, lifting her hand from my chest. “I did not mean to startle you.”
Blinking against the morning glare, I whipped my head around in search of potential threats…only to realize I was lying comfortably on my bedroll in the Vorskai camp. Tyris was crouched next to me, her face scrunched in concern. All around us, the rest of her tribe was already awake and preparing for the day ahead. 
“It’s all right,” I said, glancing down at my bare chest above my blanket. I could still feel the echo of her touch, and my scar felt as content as if it had devoured a magical feast. 
It’s going to take a long time before I get used to that, I thought to myself. The touch of a beautiful woman was always exciting, but this was more than mere lust.
“I did not wish you to oversleep,” Tyris said, smiling. “The rest of the tribe is getting ready for the journey.”
“In my defense, I had a busy day,” I replied dryly. I skipped the part where I’d spent several hours brooding last night after speaking to the Mosh’Dalar.
“I will bring you some food,” she offered, rising to her feet. 
Once she was gone, I ran a hand over my face and through my long white hair. Sitting up, I realized I’d had another reaction to Tyris’s energetic touch, this one below my waist. My manhood had made quite the tent in my blanket. 
“Shit,” I rasped, gathering up the blanket to make it less obvious. I had utterly destroyed my clothes when I’d taken dragon form to battle Krynn, and since the Vorskai didn’t have a convenient tailor shop lying around, I once again needed to rely on the glamour stone in my necklace to provide illusory clothing. 
I winced when I touched the blue crystal, thinking back to all the times I’d tapped its power for energy as Rasmus the Slayer. When I finally conjured an outfit, the elegant white tunic and black pants triggered another avalanche of dissonant memories. What Alamir had considered a “rustic” outfit was finery for Rasmus. The collision between my two lives once again left me disoriented. 
I had a feeling that was going to happen a lot over the next few days. And possibly weeks. 
Tyris returned with some fruit and water perhaps a minute later. She didn’t comment on my outfit, since she knew how the stone worked, but I was reasonably certain I caught an amused glimmer in her eyes now and then. Hopefully at least one of the shops in Siren Falls would have some real clothes for me to buy.
Less than an hour later, the Vorskai camp was packed up and underground, moving through the vast network of gorm tunnels beneath the Godsworn Rise. The group slowed to a more reasonable pace than the day before, presumably because they no longer needed to reach Dragonfall in time for the meeting with Krynn. Though a part of me wondered if it was more about malaise than a lack of motivation. Our collective moods had gone in opposite directions. Yesterday, they had been eager to push the confrontation against the Dragon Sovereign, while I had still been skeptical about their entire plan. And for today…
Well, I was eager to get back to Borkesh as soon as possible, but most of the Vorskai were visibly disappointed that they were once again being forced to retreat from the valley they had once called home. I couldn’t exactly blame them. It had been twenty years since the original Dragonfall, long enough that most of their warriors had never known life outside the mountains. But there were plenty of older Vorskai to tell them what it had been like to live in peace beneath the open sky. They simply wanted that future for their children. 
Thankfully, they listened to reason and delayed their homecoming a bit longer. They listened to anything I had to say, actually, even more than when I’d arrived. The looks of reverence on all their faces, not merely Tyris’s, confirmed that any doubts they may have had about their “Dragon Messiah” had vanished when I’d transformed and annihilated the Sovereign’s army. All they needed now was for me to kill my former best friend and finish the job. 
I allowed the thoughts of my next confrontation with Krynn to sustain me as we traveled throughout the day, though my vengeful fantasies were frequently interrupted by ruminations about how in the bloody void I was going to explain all of this to my current best friend. Borkesh was going to lose his mind. And Sabari…
Who could ever predict how a fey would react to anything? She might be horrified…or she might be aroused when it struck her how powerful I was. It was impossible to know. 
By early afternoon, we emerged from the tunnels at the Vorskai’s mountain village where we had slept the night before last. Having only seen it in darkness and morning twilight, I was surprised at how much more beautiful the narrow valley was in the middle of the day. The reflection of the sun on the myriad winding streams was almost blinding to my drow eyes, but the pleasant view of the lush grass and hardy oaks—not to the mention the relaxing sound of the mountain wind rustling the leaves—were worth the minor irritation. 
This little refuge might not have been as fertile or open as the Vorsk Valley the humans were so desperate to resettle, but it was still a far cry from the arid waste of the Droughtlands. This valley was also a hell of a lot more defensible, which I hoped they weren’t taking for granted. 
The rest of the Vorskai quickly dispersed into the small village to share stories of what had happened the previous day, which included quite a bit of vivid pantomiming about the dragon who had swooped down to save them from the Sovereign’s army. I was suddenly grateful there weren’t more children in the camp, otherwise I had a feeling I might have ended up swarmed by awestruck youngsters eager for a demonstration of my powers.
Tyris led me to the same tent where we had eaten that delicious mountain boar two nights ago. My stomach rumbled at the sweet scent of the cooking fires, and when I spotted another boar roasting over a spit, I sent a silent prayer of thanks to any dragon apostle who happened to be listening. 
“Is there enough game in this area to sustain the tribe?” I asked her while we stood behind the fire and watched the hunters work. 
“Only for the outlying settlements like this one,” she said. “The larger camps grow what they can, often underground.”
I nodded. It sounded like they had much in common with the underground drow settlements. As Alamir, I’d been quite proud of my dark elven heritage…but only until food was involved. The lichen and mushroom stew my mother loved was one of the most revolting things I’d ever tasted. 
I was about to ask Tyris what they grew when she turned away and set her gear down. My eyes fell on her sword. The rune-covered moonsilver blade was like a diamond amid gravel compared to the other Vorskai weapons. Right now, though, my eyes were drawn to the crest engraved in the silver crossguard. The symbol of House Vermillion, a blade with vines curled around the steel ending in a flower at the hilt, was almost as familiar as the coiled red dragon emblem of House Sorokar. 
“There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you about your sword,” I said instead. “That’s the House Vermillion emblem…I assume it belonged to your father.”
Tyris nodded as she crouched next to the weapon. “Yes. I’m told he died without the chance to draw it in his defense.”
“I know the feeling,” I muttered, my scar tingling when I thought about the vatari dagger piercing my chest. “It’s impressive. I didn’t realize he had a replica of Sabon Nyr.”
“It is no replica,” she said with surprising intensity. “It is Sabon Nyr.”
I blinked. “But that’s not possible. That blade was forged in the First Age. It was lost thousands of years ago.”
“No,” she insisted, lifting the weapon and placing it flat upon her palms. “It is here.”
My eyes slid along the sword when she slowly pulled it from its scabbard. The flower heraldry on the crossguard was unbelievably intricate, and the tiny runes etched into the metal blade had obviously been forged with exquisite care by a master artificer. It certainly looked like the legendary blade Raythe Vermillion had wielded against the Sarodihm assassins in the famous story. But there had also been countless forgeries and replicas crafted over the years.
While Tyris held the blade upright in her right hand, her left burst into flame. The runes began to glow blue in response to the magic. 
“They will not respond to anyone but a Vermillion scion,” Tyris said. “It is attuned to our blood legacy.”
“Interesting,” I said, and meant it. Runic attunements were rare and expensive, though hardly the sole province of ancient weapons. And they certainly weren’t proof that this was the legendary sword of House Vermillion. 
Still, I kept my skepticism to myself. The weapon was impressive whether it was the genuine article or not…as was her obvious skill wielding it. The blade appeared far too large for a woman her size to use effectively, but like all moonsilver weapons and armor, it was twice the strength of steel yet only a quarter the weight.
“I know you wish to return to your friends at the Falls,” Tyris said, “but I suggest we wait to leave until morning.”
I considered. I was eager to get back to Borkesh and Sabari, but I wasn’t overly enamored at the prospect of riding through tunnels for another half a day only to arrive around midnight. The other option, naturally, was to have Tyris help me turn into a dragon. I could fly us there in a few hours. 
But if the Mosh’Dalar was right that tapping into my tainted dragon blood would only accelerate my demise…
I needed to be careful. At least until I knew more about what was going on.
“More rest sounds good,” I said. “More food sounds even better.”
She smiled. “Let me get you some.”
The boar meat turned out to be as good the second time, perhaps even better thanks to the tenderness of this particular cut. The strange part was how much the seasoning suddenly reminded me of several of my favorite dishes the palace chefs used to make for me. Yet two nights ago, I hadn’t remembered eating in the palace at all…
“Is something wrong?” Tyris asked.
“Mmph?” I managed through my current mouthful. I shook my head and swallowed. “No, it’s good. Just thinking.”
I pushed the thought aside as best I could and focused on enjoying my meal. Of all the things I needed to tell Borkesh when I got back to him, this was probably the one part of the story I’d skip. He’d have an easier time handling me secretly being a dragon than missing out on not one, but two good meals. 
“The rest of the Vorskai will wait here while I accompany you,” Tyris said once we’d both had our fill. “Have you decided where you wish to go?”
I took a sip from my waterskin and turned my gaze west. “We have to return to the Falls first, but after that…” I shook my head. “It’s difficult to say. This isn’t going to be easy.”
“You mean finding your many wives?”
“Not that many,” I said, sounding oddly defensive even to my own ears. “Officially, I only took one before…well, before Dragonfall.” 
“I was told that Avetharri dragons amass vast harems of wives to serve them.”
“That depends on all sorts of things. These days, it’s certainly more common to take as many as possible in the hopes that at least one of them will bear you a dragon heir. But in the old days, the Wyrm Lords took a smaller number of wives—four, five, maybe six—and traveled the world with them before settling down.”
Tyris eyed me in silence for a moment. “You preferred that tradition?”
“I did,” I said. “I still do. I just need to find them…and protect them.”
I winced as a knife of pure guilt stabbed into my gut. If Krynn or any of his thugs so much as laid a finger on any of them…
“I suppose the obvious place to start is Lenya Valley,” I said, pulling my thoughts out of the abyss. “My first wife, Sariss, has family there. There’s a chance she returned home after I disappeared. Even if not, her family might know where she is.”
“Lenya is not far,” Tyris said, her brow furrowing as she searched her memory. “Perhaps two days from Siren Falls.”
I nodded. “Easy enough place to start, and there’s a chance Sariss might know where the others are. If not…the drow woman who hired Borkesh and me wanted us to turn you in at the Sethuil garrison. We could—”
I froze. My mind had conjured up the image of the drow woman who’d hired us back in the Bloated Ogre, and the memory of her violet eyes was like a slap in the face. 
“Sanathar’s breath,” I whispered, my knees going weak. I forced myself to concentrate on the memory and ensure I wasn’t fooling myself.
But no, I most certainly was not. The face, the voice… The drow who had hired us hadn’t been some Imperial operative. 
It had been Karethys. 
“What is it?” Tyris asked. 
“I…” I trailed off and tried to swallow the lump rising in my throat. “Just something I remembered.”
She stayed silent as I rubbed my eyes, waiting patiently for me to elaborate. There was no way I could explain everything. I wasn’t sure I understood it myself. What in Lahara’s name had happened to my meek, gentle concubine in the last five years?
Why didn’t she tell me who she was? I wondered. Why didn’t she tell me who I was? And why in the bloody void did she drop a bag of golden drakadas in my lap to encourage me to find the Vorskai dragon?
A thousand other questions swirled in my head, each making me dizzier than the last. After the encounter, I had told Borkesh that I suspected she was working with the Empire against Krynn. That might have actually been correct, albeit for entirely different reasons than I’d thought. Karethys must have returned to House Teviss after my death…did that mean she was working for them? 
Or perhaps even my mother, Irileth? 
“You should sit down,” Tyris suggested, her brow creased with concern. “You look…unsteady.”
“Just a little disoriented,” I said, pressing my fingers into my temple. “But I definitely need to get to Sethuil. The woman who hired Borkesh and I might know a great deal.”
Because she recognized me. I know she did. She knew exactly who I was before she ever approached me. 
Tyris was giving me a wary look. “Didn’t she hire you to capture me? Are you sure it is wise to go back to her?”
I didn’t have a great answer to that question. I couldn’t imagine that Karethys of all people would possibly try to do me harm. She had been closer to me than anyone, even Sariss. I had literally spent years making love to her nearly every night…
But I’ve been gone a long time, I reminded myself. And the armed, armored woman in that tavern was nothing like the sweet girl I remember. Who knows what else could have changed?
“We have to get to Sethuil,” I repeated. “I know that woman. I just didn’t remember it at the time.”
Both of Tyris’s red eyebrows lifted. 
“Believe me, it sounds even crazier to me,” I said. “But she…she was my concubine.”
Tyris’s confusion didn’t abate in the slightest. I wondered if she even recognized the term. I wasn’t fluent enough in the Vorskai tongue to provide a translation. 
“It’s complicated,” I managed. “But I need to speak with her…and maybe get a message to my mother. The trouble is, she’s probably halfway across the Empire in Lomir Drakath.”
“Could you send her a message with your Avetharri magic?” 
“I’m afraid not,” I said. “Though I may be able to send her one the normal way. There’s a city on the way to Sethuil. It’s filled with House Teviss operatives…one of them can probably help. And maybe answer some questions.”
I pursed my lips. Olath Shuk, the underground city beneath the Virshale Peaks, wasn’t exactly the easiest place to get to, but Borkesh and I had done business there many times. We had even worked with the occasional House Teviss merchant. If only they’d known who I really was…
“So your first wife may be in Lenya Valley, and your concubine may be in Sethuil,” Tyris said. “Are there others?”
“Just one,” I said. “Unfortunately, Lathriel may be the hardest to find.”
Unless she’s still in the Skywatch, I thought darkly, though I hoped that wasn’t the case. If she had stayed in Krynn’s army, it would mean that she’d believed his story about the Vorskai betraying me. I dreaded to imagine her serving in his growing war machine over the past five years.
“Who was she, if not your wife?” Tyris asked. 
“She was…special,” I said, remembering the magical night we’d spent together in the tower. “She had agreed to join with me right before Dragonfall.”
“I see. And you do not know where she might be?”
“Not a clue. But Sariss might. And if not…”
I trailed off and swept my gaze across the Vorskai camp. Most of the tents and structures were arranged along the streams trickling through the valley, but beyond them to the north was a narrow path leading upward through some hills between the mountains. When I’d been here two nights ago, it hadn’t even caught my attention. But then I remembered where we were, and another of Alamir’s memories intruded on the present. 
“Do you know what’s beyond that path?” I asked, pointing. 
Tyris frowned at my abrupt change of subject. “Yes. The valley continues further up for a few miles. The hunters sometimes search for game there, but the terrain becomes rougher and there’s no water, so we didn’t build a camp.”
“Is there a building?” I asked. “Like an old, ruined tower?”
“Yes,” she said, eyebrows lifting again. “How did you know?”
“I’ve been here before,” I said, a knot twisting in my stomach when I thought about my last night with Lathriel again. It had been everything I’d hoped for, and I swore it could have it been yesterday when I’d felt her body wrapped around me for the first time. 
But no, it had been a different lifetime. Still…
“I’d like to go up there,” I said. “Just to look around.”
Tyris blinked. “Now?” 
“We have time,” I said with a shrug. “Unless you’d rather stay in the camp while I—”
“No,” she cut in, shaking her head as if the very notion were insulting. “I will accompany you.”
“Good,” I said, repressing a smile. “Then let’s check it out.”
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Tyris was right about the terrain becoming more rugged. Within about a minute of us starting through the narrow gap between the hills, the lush grass where the Vorskai were camped was replaced by an uneven, rocky trail, as if we’d reached the perfect mix between the Droughtlands to the north and the vast grasslands to the south.  
The path eventually led to a bowl-shaped gorge about a mile in diameter. The terrain was more even here, with sparse grass and a dried-out gulch that must have once carried an impressive stream. And there, on the opposite side against the mountains, was the ancient crumbling temple to the Six Gods. 
I shook my head in wonder. It was often a bit disorienting when you approached a place from a different direction than you were used to, but the temple was yet another of the seemingly endless discrepancies in my memory. It was hard to believe I’d been this close two nights ago…especially when it felt like I’d also been here with Lathriel last night. 
“Some in the tribe believe this place is cursed,” Tyris said as we continued forward. “That the spirits still walk this ground at night.”
“The veil is often thin in such places,” I replied, calling upon Raz’s memories this time. Borkesh and I had fought demons on more than one occasion…and it was never pleasant. “Spirits on the other side are always looking for a fracture where they can cross over and try to find a body to possess.”
“I thought the dragons would avoid a place like this. Were the Old Gods not your enemies?”
“So the story goes,” I said, idly wondering how much of the history Alamir had been taught was true. Raz had certainly been more skeptical…and frankly, he hadn’t really cared one way or another.
“Why do you wish to see the tower, then?” Tyris asked. 
“Lathriel used to camp here sometimes. I don’t know if she still does, but…” I sighed. “I don’t know, but I figure it’s worth a look. If she’s been here recently, it would at least narrow down the search.”
She turned her gaze toward the ruin. The decay was more obvious now that we were only a few hundred feet away. The walls had crumbled so badly I could see inside, and moss and vines had completely overrun the lowest level. The stairs hadn’t been in great shape five years ago, either, but the old stones had still been able to support my weight as a dragon, so it wasn’t on the verge of collapse just yet. 
“It is beautiful, in a way,” Tyris commented. “An ancient reminder of things that once were.”
And never will be again, I said to myself. It was a reflexive thought, born of Alamir’s education by the Vaz Gorati. The first sorcerer, Solterys, had ultimately sacrificed his own life to create the Veil and protect Lahara and their dragon children from the wrath of the vengeful gods. The Vaz Gorati insisted that no matter how hard groups like the Sarodihm wished otherwise, those same gods would never again set foot in the mortal world.
“I admit, I don’t know as much as I’d like about Vorskai traditions,” I said. “I know that many human tribes revere elemental spirits. Do your people still worship the Old Gods?”
“Not as they were,” Tyris said. “We believe the last vestige of their power resides in the Moshai…the Aether. It is that divinity which gives the moshalim their strength.”
“Mm,” I mused. “But you don’t pray to specific beings.”
“Some do. Females who wish to bear the children of powerful moshalim perform rites honoring the Eternal Lady, and some of our hunters pay homage to the Moonmaiden in hopes of a bountiful season. But few expect their prayers to be answered.”
The tower was only about twenty yards away, close enough that I could see into the ground level. The wooden door which had once barred entry had long since rotted away. 
“The Avetharri believe the gods are still alive,” I said, moving past her to peer inside with my superior darkvision. “And that only the power of the dragons keeps them from escaping their prison and plunging the world into darkness.”
I could feel her green eyes on the side of my head. “Is that what you believe?”
“It’s what Alamir believed. Rasmus thought that people tell themselves whatever they need to hear. He decided he’d much rather put his faith in individuals than legends.”
I stepped up to the open doorway, my hand falling to my scabbard out of pure habit. After years of being hired to kill monsters, I found it difficult to enter ruins without assuming something inside would want to kill me. And while I couldn’t hear anything, the hairs on the back of my neck started to tingle as I passed beneath the arch.
Tyris followed closely behind me. Holding out her left hand, she conjured a ball of flame to use as a light source. With daylight starting to wane, it was likely too dark inside for her half-human eyes to make out much of anything. My half-drow ones didn’t have any trouble. 
The flames cast long shadows across the wide, circular chamber that time and erosion had stripped bare. I’d never gone all the way down to the bottom of the temple when I’d been here with Lathriel, but the space by the door had clearly been designed as an entry foyer. There were three statues arranged about the room, but most were so battered they were unrecognizable. 
“We never found anything of value in the ruins,” Tyris said. “Scavengers must have stripped them bare a long time ago.”
“I’m sure,” I said, turning toward the remains of the spiraling staircase that hugged the tower’s curve. They were about three-quarters intact, enough to be climbable with a short jump here and there. The uncomfortable tingle in my neck grew stronger as we went up, and my fingers closed around the handle of my main-hand sword. But I didn’t hear anything besides the chitter of insects and the occasional squeak and scurrying feet of the vermin who infested this place. 
I held my breath when we reached the second highest level. I held out hope that we’d find the cozy little camp Lathriel had set up here. Whatever she was up to these days, she could have still come here to relax and meditate…
But no. There were no signs of a camp besides a few vermin-chewed cloth tatters near the wall. No one had been here in years. 
“I suppose that answers that,” I said with a heavy sigh. Deep down, I had known all along that this was the most likely outcome. Yet I couldn’t help but be disappointed. 
Memories of the night Lathriel and I had spent together flooded over me. I had promised her a future…and then I’d never come home. 
Bile rose up in my throat. I told myself that I hadn’t abandoned her, that I had flown to Dragonfall to make peace with the Vorskai. She had been supportive of everything I had wanted to accomplish. 
But no amount of rationalizing was going to set things right. I just had to find her. There was nothing more to it. 
“You cared for this woman,” Tyris said. “Deeply.”
I turned to face her, only then realizing I’d clenched my free hand into a fist. 
“Yes,” I said. 
“Then we will find her. Fear not.”
“Another prophecy of yours?” I asked, my frustration transforming into sarcasm. 
“No,” Tyris said. “Because dragons are protective of their harems. And their families.”
Looking into her green eyes, seeing all the earnestness and wonder within them, I felt my rage start to drain away. She wasn’t patronizing me; she believed what she said. The Vorskai were nothing if not direct. 
“We are,” I said eventually. “But your people hate the Avetharri. I’m surprised to hear you speak well of our traditions.”
“We blame them for our exile, not because they wish to protect their families,” Tyris said. “As I told you, our people have adopted some of your customs. The strongest males take multiple wives so that they may breed equally strong children. It is their responsibility to defend their mates at any cost.”
“As it should be,” I said. 
“And that is why we will find this woman. And the others as well.”
The last of my anger faded away, and I smiled at her. “Lath will like you, I think. You have quite a bit in common.”
“Then I am eager to meet her.” Tyris held my eyes for another moment, then gestured to the stairs. “Shall we return to camp?”
“In a moment,” I said, going to the stairs. “Just one more thing…”
I headed up to the top level. To our left was the massive hole in the tower where I’d landed as a dragon with Lathriel on my back. The rim of the chamber was lined by the crumbling statues of the Six Gods. Everything looked the same as before.
Or did it?
“Is something wrong?” Tyris asked. 
“I’m not sure,” I whispered as I slowly walked across the ancient chamber toward the female statue holding a bow. Shalassa the Moonmaiden, a goddess often revered in secret by the wood elves of Falinor—not unlike how many drow secretly continued to worship Zelioth the Spider Queen. 
But it was the third female statue that drew my gaze. Unlike the others who were instantly recognizable, this one was wearing nothing but a loose robe. I recalled it being in the worst shape of the three goddesses, but now it was almost completely intact. The markings in the base of the statue had been unreadable before, but now “Illisaya the Eternal Lady” was perfectly legible. 
“Memory might be playing tricks on me,” I said. “I remembered this being more damaged before.”
Backing away, I looked at the male statues on the other wall. They all looked the same…except for the man holding a two-handed blade with a disembodied eye at the center of the crossguard. Before, the statue had been in terrible shape…but now the stone looked revitalized, as if it were a hundred years old rather than ten thousand. 
“I am not familiar with this figure,” Tyris said, moving up behind me.
“Dathiel the Watcher,” I said. “Worshiped by some as the god of Air, Truth, and Vigilance. Though there have been cults throughout history who worshiped him as a god of Hatred and Vengeance.”
“Strange,” she said. “Why would the same god be so different?”
“It’s probably more about the people worshiping him and what they want,” I said. “But what’s strange is that I swear this thing was a crumbling mess before. It’s like someone came in here and started to restore it.”
“Why would anyone do such a thing?” 
“I don’t know,” I admitted.
Tyris swept the flame in her hand around the chamber to banish the shadows. “If someone was here, they did not leave any sign. Nor did they restore anything else.”
I nodded, though I wasn’t looking at her. My gaze remained fastened on the eye in the crossguard of the statue’s sword. I swore I could feel it looking back at me…
“We might as well leave,” I said, turning away. “There’s nothing for us to find here.”
Tyris nodded. “It will be dark soon anyway. We should get back.”
“Yes,” I said, the tingle in my neck suddenly skittering down the length of my spine. “We should.”
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But as we moved, I couldn’t help but wonder if this little excursion had been a mistake. I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching us. 
Not here in the physical world, but through the Veil…
Repressing a shiver, I kept a brisk pace as we walked over the rough terrain, hoping we could beat the encroaching darkness. I seriously doubted that any spirits actually haunted this valley like the Vorskai believed—spirits who crossed over from the Pale couldn’t survive long without a host body to sustain them—but I still wanted to put as much distance between us and the ruined temple as possible. 
We were a little more than halfway back to the Vorskai village when I noticed the furrow in Tyris’s brow. At first, I was content to ignore it and leave her to her thoughts…but then she flinched as if she were in pain.
“What is it?” I asked. 
Tyris glanced at me for a heartbeat, her cheeks flushing in embarrassment. “Nothing.”
“Are you sure?” I asked. “We could stop for a moment if you—”
“No,” she insisted, shaking her head. “I do not require rest.”
From her brusque tone, I could tell I’d inadvertently struck a nerve. Perhaps she thought I was criticizing her stamina, as hard as that was to believe given her excellent physical condition. Then again, I could easily imagine one of Borkesh’s people acting the same way. Strength and endurance were the most important virtues for anyone living in the wild, which made criticizing them a grievous slight. 
It only took her about a minute to overcome her pride, however, and she eventually sighed and pressed a finger into her temple. 
“I may need to rest after all,” she said, swallowing and coming to a halt. “I am feeling…discomfort.”
I stopped in front of her. “I can tell. Do you want some water?”
“No,” she said, wincing again. “The sensation is…unusual. Since we left the temple, it is as though I am hearing…something.”
“Strange,” I said. “Maybe you should…”
I trailed off when a stray memory popped into my head. Three years ago, Borkesh and I had been tracking an insane and violent sorcerer into the White Mist mountains. When we’d caught up with him, he’d been lying on the ground clutching his head as if something were drilling into his skull. 
Then a horde of gaunt, pale monsters had swarmed over us like moths drawn to a flame.
The Chol. 
My hands immediately dropped to my twin swords, and I looked around for any signs of an ambush. We were in a fairly open area with sparse patches of grass interspersed with the drier, rockier terrain. There wasn’t much cover besides a few scattered trees, but I reminded myself that the Chol weren’t Tirzak. They didn’t carefully hunt and stalk their enemies; they mobbed them.
“What does the noise sound like?” I asked tersely. 
Tyris winced again. “Like distant buzzing. Or screaming. And is getting louder…”
“Then it’s not a headache,” I said, drawing one of my swords. “It’s the Wailing.”
Her brow furrowed. “What?”
“We need to get to the camp,” I said, taking her arm and pulling her along. “Come on!”
Power surged into my scar as I held onto her, feeding its hunger and bolstering my strength and speed. But even if I’d picked her up and carried her, I knew there was no possible way we could make it back to the rest of the Vorskai in time. If she could already hear the Wailing, it meant the monsters must be close. They could only project their insane psychic chatter into the minds of sorcerers who were relatively close by. 
But if we could just make it to the narrow passage between the hills that led out of this part of the valley, we could at least limit their advantage in numbers and perhaps—
“Argh!” Tyris cried out as she dropped to her knees and clutched her head in agony. I didn’t even have time to help her up before I heard a screech from the foothills to our west—a screech that was joined by dozens of others, like a pack of feral coyotes. The screeches soon built to a crescendo…and then I spotted the tiny pinpricks of green light rushing toward us. 
“Shit,” I hissed, releasing Tyris and drawing my other blade. The monsters were moving quickly—dozens upon dozens of them suddenly only fifty yards away. Their gaunt, elf-like bodies and tattered armor were every bit as disturbing as the last time I’d faced them, as were their glowing green eyes.
Raz’s well-honed fighting instincts settled in, compelling me to drop into a defensive stance with both blades held outward. But I had a tool in my kit that the Sorekûl Drakath had never known he had, and I took a deep breath and ignited my dragon blood. 
Like last night, pain flared up inside me when I tried to ignite my dragon blood, but the residual power I’d leeched from Tyris gave me the strength I needed to push through it…mostly. The full power of my blood legacy still felt distant, frustratingly out of reach. With time, I might have still been able to grasp it…but the Chol were closing in too fast. 
I needed to act. Now. 
Growling in exertion, I enlarged my bones and transformed my flesh into thick black scales. In the span of a few heartbeats, I was half again the size and thrice the strength, my illusory clothes vanishing to bare my hulking frame. My scar, too, transformed, growing in size and taking on an angry jade glow as it greedily gorged itself on the torrent of raw magic coursing within me. As Rasmus, that normally brought a burst of strength, healing, and vitality. Now my scar seemed to fight me, as if trying to drag me back into my elven body.
I may not have been a full dragon, but that didn’t mean I was helpless—far from it. 
With a guttural roar, I rushed forward to meet the enemy in my Wyrmidon form, mindful not to stray too far from my companion lest some of the Chol slip past me to attack her while she was vulnerable. Three of the monsters led the charge, their green eyes blazing with feral hunger. Some of the emaciated creatures brandished bone-tipped spears and rough wooden clubs, though others had nothing but their claw-like fingernails. Individually, they wouldn’t pose much of a threat to a trained warrior, let alone a dragon knight. 
But Chol never did anything individually. The first three pounced at me like beasts, with no concern whatsoever for self-preservation. I hewed one with a quick, crossward slice, then thrust out and skewered a second with my offhand. Even with my blade in its gut, the monster still clawed for my eyes until the strength left his limbs, and the frantic flailing gave the third attacker the chance to slip beneath my guard and rake its yellowed claws across my chest. 
Thankfully, they didn’t have the strength to pierce steel, let alone the hide of a dragon. The attack glanced harmlessly off my scales, giving me the time I needed to spin away, wrench my off-hand sword free from the gut of its companion, and cut down the monster before it tried to swipe at my face instead. 
Three down, about a hundred more to go.
Six more Chol were upon me in an instant. I intercepted one mid-lunge, spilling its rotten, blackened guts at my feet, then rolled to my right and decapitated another. But there were so many I didn’t have time to plan my next moves; all I could do was rely on Alamir’s training and Raz’s well-honed instincts. I became a whirlwind of destruction, spinning through the ranks of the enemy while hacking apart any limb that got too close. The endless procession of carnage would have been vile enough if I’d been wearing armor, but the hot splash of Chol blood on my scales was almost as nauseating as the stench of ruptured guts that flooded my nostrils. 
And no matter how many I killed, there always seemed to be more. I began to give ground, slowly being driven back toward Tyris by simple weight of numbers. In a detached part of my mind, beneath the furious sequence of move and countermove, I knew it wouldn’t be long before I was trampled beneath a tidal wave of bodies…or before one inevitably slipped past me and got to Tyris.
It was time to unleash the dragon. 
Slamming back another group of Chol with my shoulder, ignoring the claws raking furiously at my scales, I sucked in a deep breath and spewed a torrent of flames at my attackers. The closest Chol didn’t stand a chance; their putrid bodies were charred to cinders in a heartbeat. The ones that were farther away suffered a more gruesome death as their flesh caught fire and burned away. By the time my breath extinguished, I was surrounded by smoldering bodies and blackened grass. 
Yet still, the enemy didn’t relent. I spotted dozens more green eyes glowing through the wall of smoke, undeterred by the flames or the sight of their roasted comrades. But I had at least bought myself a moment of reprieve, so I risked a quick look back at Tyris to ensure none had slipped past—
Only to see a blur of leather, steel, and orange hair rush forward to slam into the encroaching horde alongside me. Her mighty blade carved through the Chol with ease, cutting down the monsters on my right flank even as they leapt over the charred remains of the initial waves. She might not have had Borkesh’s raw strength, but there was no question she knew what she was doing.
But she was obviously in pain, and she must not have been able to channel the Aether properly with the Wailing in her head. Otherwise, she could have obliterated them all with the flick of her fingers. 
Still, fighting side-by-side allowed us to hold our ground, and for several blood-splattered seconds, we actually made progress. But there were so many bodies, so many sets of glowing eyes. The Chol were a tide, not a stream, and sooner or later fatigue would overwhelm us as surely as raw numbers…
It was then, just as I breathed another stream of fire at the ravenous wall of monsters, that I saw a flicker of movement through the nearly opaque shroud of smoke ahead of us. My drow eyes combined with my draconic senses allowed me to pierce the haze well enough to make out a single Chol standing alone about twenty yards to our left. 
Rather than charging at us, it was holding position…
And channeling the Aether. 
My magic-hungry scar sensed the gathering power about to be unleashed, and I remembered how a Chol sorcerer had been leading the throng that Borkesh and I had battled years ago. The scholars in Vimaldis had called them “Anointed.” 
I called them dangerous. Borkesh and I never would have survived without my scar’s unique abilities. And Lahara willing, the same trick would work here.
“Get back!” I shouted in warning as I immediately turned and rushed toward the new threat. The Anointed unleashed a rippling barrage of scintillating arcane energy that burned through the smoke and smashed directly into my chest…only to instantly be devoured by my scar. 
A surge of fresh power rippled through me as I devoured the energy. A mortal channeler would have instantly soiled his tattered trousers—something Raz had witnessed on more than one occasion—but the pallid brow above the Anointed’s stitched-shut mouth merely furrowed, and it changed tactics.
When I charged, it channeled a different spell. The dry ground beneath its feet rumbled, then cracked open as if a gorm had burst out from underground, disgorging dozens of large rocks that rose to float next to the Anointed…
And then came flying at me as if shot from a catapult. 
With the added agility from my magical feast, I managed to narrowly dodge the largest rock an instant before it smashed me in the face, but several others still pummeled me in the chest hard enough to knock me from my feet. The air wheezed from my lungs as I landed flat on my back, a spike of pain shooting through my gut. Dragon scales may have been difficult to pierce, but apparently getting smashed in the gut still hurt like hell… 
When I tried to pull myself upright, another tremor shook the earth, this time directly beneath me. The ground opened up as if it were trying to swallow me, and I barely managed to lean forward before my legs and torso were completely encased as if I’d slipped into a pit of quicksand. 
I roared in furious denial, but the clutching fist of stone held me fast. The Anointed looked down upon me, regarding me with a baleful stare, and I belatedly realized its gaunt, elf-like body wasn’t actually touching the ground—it was hovering several inches above it. The monster’s green eyes narrowed as it levitated forward, and its hands crackled with arcane energy as if it were about to blast me again. 
But then its gaze shifted toward Tyris. I craned my neck to look over my shoulder, my breath catching in my throat. The tide of Chol had thinned, and she was holding her own against the survivors. But if she couldn’t channel, she wouldn’t be able to defend herself if the Anointed attacked her…
Snarling like a feral beast, mustering all the power of my dragon blood and my scar, I struggled mightily against my stone prison. The rocks shouldn’t have held; they were nowhere near heavy enough to pin me in place. But somehow, the Anointed’s magical power had made them virtually unbreakable.
Which meant it was time to change my tactics. 
As its hands flashed with arcane power, I sucked in a breath and spewed dragon fire in the monster’s direction. The Chol was too far away for me to roast it outright, but the roaring flames still singed its flesh and ignited its tattered clothing. The monster flailed backward, and when the power crackling at its fingers faltered, I knew I’d disrupted its concentration.
Unleashing another fearsome roar, I shattered my stone restraints. The Anointed thrust out a hand, magically tearing more rocks from the earth in preparation for another barrage. But I was too fast and too close. My blade swept its head from its shoulders with a single slash, and the Chol crumpled amid a fountain of oily black blood.
Breathing heavily through my fangs, I whipped my body around. Through the thinning smoke, I could see the rest of the surviving Chol retreating back toward the mountains. Their insane shrieks and chitters began to fade.
Tyris stood amidst the carnage, Sabon Nyr held tightly in both hands, her skin and leathers splattered with brackish gore. The pile of bodies around her was as vile as it was impressive, but I could see the overwhelming strain on her face. She turned to look at me, her breaths even heavier than mine…
And then collapsed.
I was at her side in an instant, leaning down with my claws at her neck to check her pulse. I’d never known any sorcerer who’d survived an encounter with the Chol, so I had no idea what the lasting effects of the Wailing might be. She was still breathing, thank the goddess, but the veins on her arms and neck were visible beneath her skin the same as if she had overchanneled and invoked the wrath of the Flensing. 
I was no healer, but the Mosh’Dalar was. The best thing—the only thing—I could do was get her back to the Vorskai camp as quickly as possible. 
“Just hold on,” I growled, gathering her up into my arms. The power from my scar was rapidly fading, but in dragon knight form she still seemed almost weightless. “I’ll get you home.”




Interlude

The Underborn


Thousands of years ago, long before the Blood Drought, the Great Houses who controlled the Reach had been far more concerned by the Chol and the Tirzak than the dustborn. The fortress of Nost Darah had been their solution. In addition to offering shelter to merchants and travelers who couldn’t quite make the trip from Vimaldis to Sethuil in one day, it once housed a garrison of five thousand soldiers and a hundred wyverns to patrol the area.  
In recent history, however, Nost Darah had been reduced to a shadow of its former glory. While most of the walls remained in decent shape thanks to the power of Avetharri artifice, the garrison had been gradually stripped down to fewer than a thousand soldiers, and the Skywatch presence reduced to only a handful of wyverns. All the defensive responsibility for the region had moved to Sethuil itself, thanks to its perch at the edge of the Droughtlands. 
But the rise of the Underborn had changed everything. Now, Nost Darah was brimming with activity again. 
Possibly too much, Lathriel thought grimly as she brought her wyvern down toward the wide, circular aviary atop the imposing bulk of the inner keep. The Underborn were currently trying to house over ten thousand soldiers here, more than twice the intended capacity. Crowding, plus the extreme difficulties in provisioning such a force, meant that the greatest foe of this uprising was no longer an angry Dragon Sovereign, but time. 
Taken as a whole, Nost Darah was a half-circle built in the mountains, with the southern side completely shielded by the Virshale Peaks and the northern side protected by three mighty defense towers and a high stone wall. The outer courtyard was large for a fortress this size, since Nost Darah had been designed as a stopover for traveling merchants and ore caravans. From all the lights visible among the lean-tos, shacks, and tents, Lathriel could tell that the Underborn soldiers were enjoying another raucous night. 
Ale, it turned out, was far easier to provide than food. And the Underborn leader, Mogra Karn, had learned that lesson well. 
Circling slowly overhead, Lathriel gave the archers on the walls plenty of time to recognize her before she finally completed her approach to the aviary. The thud of Vilyanos landing was barely even audible over the hooting and shouting from the courtyard below. No stable hands came out to greet her or take her mount, which wasn’t surprising considering there weren’t any. 
An all-too-familiar wave of melancholy washed over her as she slid out of the saddle. Her life here was a far cry from her days in the Skywatch. The equipment, the facilities, the professionalism…
Lathriel sometimes wondered if she’d made a mistake leaving that life behind. In her darker moments, she could almost convince herself that she would have been able to keep her head down and dutifully follow orders…and that bowing to the inevitable would have been a small price to pay for all the other virtues of her old life. 
But then she’d think of Alamir, and the momentary weakness would vanish in an explosion of white-hot fury. No force in this world or the next could possibly compel her to serve in the armies of the man who’d murdered him. 
“You need to behave, all right?” she said, patting her wyvern on his bony, scaled forehead. “If you go hunting, I want you back by morning.”
The beast couldn’t understand her, of course. Wyverns were more intelligent than most animals, but language remained beyond them. In the past, she hadn’t needed to worry about him going anywhere, since a proper aviary would have fed and sheltered him. But here, with food and competent help in short supply…
Well, it was yet another reason to be grateful for her new powers. Taking a deep breath, she reached out to the Aether and allowed its energies to flow through her. With a sudden flash of awareness, she could sense Vilyanos’s bestial emotions…and communicate with him in a way that would have otherwise been impossible.
None of the other Sarodihm had taught her this technique; it had come naturally to her after a bit of experimentation. The elite rangers of Falinor—those blessed with sorcery—used all manner of similar spells to soothe or manipulate beasts. But despite all her wilderness training, such tricks had always been beyond her. Until now. 
“Do you understand?” she asked, looking deep into his yellow reptilian eyes.
She could feel the shift in his emotions as she implanted the basic command in his simple mind. He would go out for a quick hunt in the mountains, but he would come back to this spot and behave himself afterward.
Smiling, Lathriel stepped back as the wyvern gave her a final look before flapping its wings and surging back into the night sky. She stood there for a while, watching him disappear into the darkness before she finally built up the willpower to head inside the fortress and deal with the people who weren’t as simple to tame or control as beasts. 
The interior of the keep was depressingly barren. Whatever meager decorations the last Avetharri commander had put in here had been torn down and replaced by nothing. The cold gray walls were in decent enough shape, but it still almost felt like she was walking into an ancient ruin from a bygone age. No glowstones, no runic door locks, no colorful artwork…just stone and an uncomfortable draft. 
She didn’t encounter any guards until she was well inside the keep, a fact which had once made her furious. Now, it only reminded her how fortunate the Underborn were that the Sovereign’s resources were tied up on the northern and eastern borders. The guards she did find were half asleep, not to mention poorly equipped. The average soldier in Karn’s army was little more than a common laborer who’d been squeezed into simple leathers and handed a spear or glaive. If House Teviss hadn’t been secretly smuggling them crossbows and ammunition, the rank-and-file would have been utterly useless. 
And without the help of the Sarodihm, Lathriel added to herself, most of them would be dead.
Given the late hour, she headed straight for the keep’s great hall. It was approaching midnight, but Karn made a habit of late-night meals with his officers…or, more often, whichever female had caught his eye that particular day. 
Two guards in higher quality banded armor stood outside the entrance to the hall, though they knew better than to try and stop her. Mentally bracing herself for what would surely be an unpleasant encounter, she pushed open the huge wooden door and went inside. 
The hall was large enough to seat dozens of people, though Mogra Karn only had a single guest with him at present. She was faeyn, like Lathriel, though perhaps twenty years older. Her brown hair was neatly styled and braided, and she wore an elegant green dress befitting the mistress of a Great House patriarch. She was giggling when Lathriel entered, the sweet but obviously forced sound of a woman humoring a powerful man. 
Not that Karn noticed. The Warlord of the Reach was all smiles when Lathriel entered. Despite the late hour, the stocky human was still wearing his armor, including the fur shoulders and cloak. The breastplate was so battered it probably ought to have been melted down, but Karn was savvy enough to understand the importance of the image it projected to his men. A suit of neat, polished moonsilver plate would be more protective, but it would also make him look like the very people he was trying to overthrow. 
“There you are,” he said in his baritone voice. “We were starting to wonder if something went wrong.”
Lathriel grunted softly as she shut the door behind her. She approached the table, wondering just how many drinks Karn had already downed. His eyes always looked a bit glassy, but the effect seemed even more pronounced tonight. He’d also managed to get more than a little mutton stuck in his thick black beard.
“We were worried about you,” the woman, Talona, lied with casual ease. “Did you have any trouble?”
“No,” Lathriel said, stopping at the edge of the table and crossing her arms. They’d definitely been enjoying their feast—there was enough meat here to feed five men. Even at his most gluttonous, Karn wouldn’t be able to finish it himself. 
She didn’t normally pay attention to such things—leaders eating better than their troops was hardly a scandal. But here and now, in an old fortress filled with thousands of soldiers who went hungry more often than not… 
“Pull up a seat,” Karn beckoned, gesturing to one of the open chairs across from him with his goblet. “Tell us all about it.”
“There’s not much to tell,” Lathriel said, disregarding the invitation. “Everything went as planned. Fendryl should have the cargo at the forward camp by now.”
“Excellent,” Karn said. “More weapons that won’t be used against us.”
He chuckled and took a drink. Not of the same swill his men were drinking in the courtyard, but of fine spirits from Saranthe. 
“There weren’t any weapons,” Lathriel said. Or anything we can use.”
Karn frowned. “What do you mean?”
“Most of the shipment was iron ingots and vatari dust. Useful raw materials if you’re trying to forge and enchant armor, but that’s about it.”
“Mm,” Karn said, tossing a concerned glance at Talona. “What do you make of that?”
“I’m not certain,” she admitted with a half-shrug. “Unless the dragon doesn’t believe we’re going to attack for some time yet.”
“The Sovereign is evil, not stupid,” Lathriel said. “He knows our forces are in position, and he knows we’re running out of food. Sending raw materials doesn’t make any sense.”
“No, it doesn’t,” Karn agreed. His eyes were still glassy from drink, but he had nonetheless put on his warrior’s face. “Unless it’s a decoy.”
“I considered that, but it’s not his style. He must have something in mind for it, maybe a defensive project we don’t know about.”
“I doubt they’ll make barricades with iron and vatari.”
“No, but it could be something else.” Lathriel took a deep breath and braced herself for the real fight. “Whatever the case, we need to find out the truth before we attack. We should delay the siege.”
Karn eyed her for several seconds as he idly swished his goblet. “You know it isn’t that easy. Preparations are underway.”
“Then stop them,” she said. “At least for a few more days. I can slip into the city and see if I can figure out what’s going on.”
“That’s far too dangerous,” Talona said, the faintest hint of a warning in her voice. “And unnecessary. Sethuil is ripe for the taking. The three of us will be dining in the castle by the end of the week.”
Lathriel sighed. She hadn’t expected that request to work, but it had still been worth a try. 
“Then forget the delay,” she said. “I’ll head into the city tomorrow and see what I can find.”
Talona’s dark eyes narrowed. “There’s no reason to—”
“Why don’t you give us a few moments alone, dear?” Karn put in, waving his goblet at the other woman. “I want to hear what Lathriel has to say.”
There was a flash of fire in the woman’s eyes, and the glare she shot Lathriel could have stripped the paint off the walls…had the walls actually been painted. 
Talona was a good actress, there was no doubt about it. She was genuinely annoyed with Lathriel—as usual—but it had nothing to do with female competition for attention. Talona didn’t give a damn about Karn and never had. None of the Sarodihm did. 
“Of course,” Talona said after a moment, her ire melting into a seductive smile. “I’ll meet you in our quarters?”
“I’ll be there soon,” Karn said, offering her a yellow-toothed grin as she sauntered out of the room. 
Lathriel waited until the door closed again, then braced her palms on the table. “If the Sovereign has a surprise tucked under his wings, we need to know about it.”
“It’s unfortunate the two of you don’t get along better,” Karn said, ignoring the comment as he bit into a boiled potato. “Plenty of room at my table for two beautiful women.”
“Don’t be a fool,” Lathriel said sharply. “Do you really want this glorious uprising of yours to end in a massacre?”
The man chewed in silence for a moment. “This ‘glorious uprising’ is about to devolve into bloodshed whether we attack or not. Our provisions won’t last the month. Not unless there are a lot fewer mouths to feed.”
“What, you’re hoping half your army dies so you don’t have to feed them?”
“The stores in Sethuil should sustain us until the next harvest,” Karn said, voice tart. “But it won’t hurt to cull the herd some, either.”
Lathriel’s stomach churned. “That’s…vile,” she spat. “These people have risked everything for you.”
“You don’t think I know that?” 
Karn glared at her, eyes suddenly clear and blazing. But then they cooled as quickly as they’d ignited, and he grunted and took another bite. 
“I’m not planning to send them to slaughter,” he told her. “I’m just being realistic. We only have one chance to do this before the men starve. Or start killing each other.”
Lathriel felt her lip curl. The worst part was that he wasn’t wrong. The Underborn weren’t a professional, disciplined army. In fact, they had rebelled against the Empire specifically to avoid becoming one. When the Sovereign had enacted the Great Conscription and tried to force the dustborn into service, Karn and many others had refused…and eventually sparked a revolt. 
Now, a few years later, a former blacksmith was the Warlord of the Reach. And his army was filled with the very men who hadn’t wanted to fight for the Sovereign…but were willing to fight for him. 
“We attack in six days,” Karn said. “If you want to go to Sethuil and poke around, that’s up to you. But we can’t change our plans.”
“Fine,” Lathriel gritted out. “Then I’ll go tomorrow.”
“They won’t let you fly into the city. You’d have to go on foot.”
“Then I’ll go on foot.”
“And if you can’t get out once you’re inside?”
“Then I guess you’ll have to figure out a way to survive without me.”
Eyeing her intently, Karn tore off a chunk of mutton with his teeth. “Just what is it you think you’re going to find?”
“I don’t know,” Lathriel admitted. “But it’s not as if we’ve intercepted every shipment. He could have been moving in similar materials for weeks or months now, early enough to have built something.”
“Like what?” Karn asked. “What the garrison needs is bodies, and we know they aren’t getting any of those.”
Lathriel shrugged. “Maybe, but we lose nothing if I’m wrong. And if I’m right, maybe I can stop us from walking into a trap.”
“You know how much I appreciate your…intensity,” Karn said, smiling. His chair creaked as he leaned back. “The Underborn never would have made it this far without you.”
“You were doing fine before I showed up,” she demurred. “You’ve been gaining support for years.”
“Support, but no major victories. Without you, we never would have taken Vimaldis. Or even this fort.” He snorted softly. “It’s almost ironic how much we dustborn have found ourselves relying upon elves who are willing to fight their own kind.”
“The Sovereign isn’t our kind,” Lathriel spat. “He’s a monster, and he needs to be stopped.”
Karn studied her in that half-drunk, fully lecherous way of his that always made her want to immediately take a bath. He’d never actually touched her—she would have gouged out his eyes with her arrowheads if he tried—but that didn’t mean he wasn’t interested. 
“I know it’s personal for you,” he said, setting down his drink and leaning toward her. “And your other elf friends. Some of my officers are still wary of trusting anyone with pointed ears, but I always remind them that revenge is as good a motivation as any. We’re fighting for freedom; you’re fighting for vengeance. Together, there’s no stopping us.”
“We’ll find out soon enough,” she said, trying not to recoil at the stench of his breath.
“What I don’t understand,” he went on, “is why you are so miserable all the time.”
“I’m not miserable—I’m cautious. And focused on getting the job done.”
“I admire that about you,” Karn said, eyes drifting up and down her figure. “But what’s the point in victory if we don’t stop to relish what we’ve gained from time to time? Why not stay here and enjoy yourself before the next battle?”
“Because there’s work to do,” Lathriel said, stepping away from the table. “I need to get some sleep, but I’ll head out to Sethuil as soon as I can. Have fun with Talona.”
Lathriel turned and headed for the door. She could feel his gaze upon her, but at least he didn’t try and stop her. By the time she’d closed the door, she could hear him ripping another shank. 
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“Aren’t you supposed to be in the warlord’s chambers?” Lathriel asked, not bothering to conceal her disgust. 
“Soon enough,” Talona replied evenly. “We all have our parts to play, do we not?”
“That’s one way to look at it.”
The other woman regarded her coolly. “I worry that you’ve forgotten your purpose here, child.”
“Oh, I haven’t forgotten,” Lathriel said. “In fact, I’m starting to feel like the only one who remembers our goal is to take Sethuil.”
“No, it isn’t. Our goal is to destroy the dragons and return the light of the Six Gods to this world. Karn, the Underborn, even the Reach…they’re all means to an end.”
Talona took a step closer, her black eyes narrowing. “As are we.”
Lathriel smiled thinly. Darkly. “I know what I am. And I know what I need to do. Now, if you’ll excuse me…”
Talona didn’t move. “You shouldn’t be planting doubts in Karn’s mind about the attack. If anything, you should be helping me assure him that this is the proper course of action.”
“He believes it’s the only course of action,” Lathriel said. “Our provisions won’t last much longer. Apparently, the Empire should have been smuggling us food, not weapons.”
“The Avetharri want his men to fight and die and take as many of the Sovereign’s servants with them as they can,” Talona said. “There’s a certain irony to it. For the first time in ten thousand years, the Sarodihm and the Empire have a common enemy.”
“If the Empire knew we were involved, they wouldn’t have given Karn a rusty nail.”
“True, but they don’t. And they never will.”
Lathriel nodded in acceptance. Distantly, she wondered how someone like Fendryl would react if he learned she was drawing her power from the Old Gods rather than sorcery. Perhaps he wouldn’t care. After all, the drow still revered Zelioth the Spider Queen, to the eternal chagrin of the Vaz Gorati and the Elder Dragons. He and the rest of House Teviss had been acting as glorified smugglers for the better part of the last year, feeding the rebels whatever supplies they could funnel through their underground cities. 
Forget Fendryl, she thought. What if Irileth Sorokar knew the Sarodihm were helping the rebels? What if she knew that her son’s faeyn lover was working with them?
The answer to the latter, at least, was obvious. Irileth would erase her from the face of Varellon.
“You still seem troubled, child,” Talona said. 
“Of course I’m troubled!” Lathriel grated. “I’m worried that the Sovereign has a surprise waiting for us. If Karn’s armies break, it’s all over. Vimaldis will fall into chaos, and the Sovereign will eventually show up to take it back.”
“It is a grave risk, to be sure. But if Karn wins, he will have secured a victory no one thought possible. Stories will spread across the Empire. More and more of our people will understand the dragons are weak. That they no longer hold us by a leash.”
Talona smiled pleasantly and placed a hand on Lathriel’s shoulder. “And once the people realize that the gods themselves are with us, we’ll finally be able to make progress toward our true goal.”
“If you say so,” Lathriel murmured. The Sarodihm believed that the secret to liberating the Old Gods from their prison was to expand their worship, but to her, that theory was self-serving. As the High Priestess of Illisaya the Eternal Lady, Talona’s political power would increase as her following grew, whether it helped her goddess or not. 
Still, Lathriel knew some scholars believed that the Old Gods drew power from their adherents, and that the dragons had weakened them by offering those followers something else to revere. It wasn’t the most ridiculous theory she’d ever heard…
“I understand you have doubts,” Talona said, her voice turning soft. “And that defeating the Sovereign is all you truly care about. But there is more to life than vengeance.”
“I know,” Lathriel lied. “But right now, I want to make sure we’re not about to stick our heads in a hornet’s nest. So I’m going to Sethuil.”
For a moment, she thought the other woman was about to argue. But then Talona smiled.
“If you feel it’s necessary, then by all means,” she said. “But you must return the power first. Others will need it in the days ahead.”
“What about during the battle?” Lathriel asked. 
“During the battle, the might of the gods shall be yours again,” Talona assured her. “After our victory, when our numbers swell, we will no longer need to ration it so tightly.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“I am.” Talona reached up to touch her cheek. “The gods will reward you for your service. Illisaya herself will give you the strength you need to secure your vengeance against the dragon.”
“I look forward to it,” Lathriel said.
“May the Moonmaiden light your steps, and may the Watcher keep you ever vigilant.”
Lathriel nodded, then continued onward toward the stairs. She had never truly gotten along with Talona, not even when she’d first come to the Sarodihm after Alamir’s murder. Lathriel didn’t doubt the other woman’s conviction. No one was more committed to the cause. 
The trouble, Lathriel thought to herself as she started down the stairs, is that we don’t all have the same one. 
Years ago, back when she’d first flirted with joining the Sarodihm, she had been enamored with the idea of the Old Gods. Specifically, that there had once been an age when a person like her—someone born without the gift of sorcery—could worship a divine being and receive power they could then use to help their community. And perhaps more importantly, that power could be taken away if it was misused. 
It had seemed like a far more just world than the one she lived in, where sorcerous ability was almost random and those born with power had no constraints. But as Alamir himself had pointed out, all of that fell apart if the gods themselves weren’t just. What if they were as capricious as the dragons? What if they punished the worthy and rewarded the cruel?
Now, after four years of service with the Sarodihm, she realized he may have been right. The Old Gods were willing to bless her with their power, and it was every bit as remarkable and fulfilling as she’d hoped. But she found herself less convinced of their virtue and worthiness by the day. None of her fellow Sarodihm seemed to care all that much about the people of the Reach. Taking Sethuil had little to do with the plight of the Underborn. As Talona said, they were simply a means to an end.
Lathriel didn’t like the idea of being anyone’s pawn, not even a god’s. But this was the only path to vengeance she had available, and she embraced it with open arms. 
She stepped off the stairs and into the cellar, and the oppressive stillness of the empty, circular chamber was as disturbing as ever. It was completely dark—no torches, no candles, nothing. And yet, as Lathriel drifted forward, she could feel the presence of another being nearby. 
Not a human or an elf. Not a mortal at all. 
A howling rush of air suddenly filled the chamber, and the sconces on the walls suddenly flared to life. The once-dormant torches burned with an eerie green flame that shed no heat. 
When Lathriel had first been brought before the Sarodihm’s new weapon, she had been expecting something dramatic like a massive vatari focusing crystal or some complex piece of artifice stolen from the Spire of Sorcery in Tel Kithas. But instead, she had come here into this empty chamber…
And found herself looking into a mirror. 
The oval pane of glass stood at least six feet tall and was set inside an exquisitely crafted mahogany frame from her home province of Falinor. Only faeyn woodshapers could make curves so smooth and natural, as if the wood had grown around the glass. Even when she’d first approached it—before she had ever experienced the Aether’s touch—she had been able to sense the power radiating off the glass like heat from a bonfire. Today, with the Aether flowing freely through her, she could sense far more than warmth. 
And she could see more than just herself within the mirror. 
Behind her reflection, a pair of shimmering green bands of energy stretched out from her back before vanishing into nothingness again, like gossamer tethers seeking purchase. 
Or perhaps, she thought darkly, the strings of a marionette waiting for a new puppeteer to take control. 
The tethers straightened when she approached the mirror, then reached out as if they wished to take hold of the wooden frame. 
According to Talona, the mirror was a Fenathan, a gateway between the physical world and the Pale. Through it, the Old Gods could grant their loyal followers a fraction of their divine might—enough to feel and channel the power of the Aether as if they were sorcerers themselves. 
But the gift wasn’t permanent. Nor was it without cost. 
“That which was graciously given is now returned,” Lathriel chanted, hovering her fingertips above the mirror and bracing herself for the inevitable. “I ask only for the chance to wield your power in defense of my people once again.”
The mirror didn’t reply, but the moment her fingertips touched the disturbingly warm glass, a spike of pain lanced through her body. Clenching her teeth, Lathriel held herself in place, knowing that the worst of the agony would only last a few moments. Sadly, the lingering ache—and the hollowness that followed—would endure far longer than that. 
Once the pain had faded enough for her to open her eyes, the gossamer tendrils sprouting from her back were gone…as was her reflection. In its place was a genderless silhouette, its face concealed behind a shadowy hood. Its only visible feature were two glimmering golden orbs floating in the darkness like tiny suns. 
And then, within the blink of an eye, the figure was gone. As was the power Lathriel had borrowed. 
It took her several seconds to muster the strength to remove her fingers from the mirror. A dull ache had settled throughout her body, as if she had suddenly aged three centuries in the span of three minutes. She felt weak and drained and tired…and, just like for the first two decades of her life, she could no longer touch the Aether. When she stretched out with her mind, there was nothing but the cold, unfeeling darkness of reality and the physical limitations of her own body. 
Swallowing heavily, Lathriel reminded herself that she was lucky. As painful as this separation was, she knew she could endure it. The dustborn members of the Sarodihm were not so fortunate. The Wasting Echo, Talona had called it, was a rotting illness that afflicted anyone who was given the ability to channel the Aether only to have it taken away. Humans who held the power for any extended time could perish from the withdrawal. Elves merely suffered through pain and fatigue and the occasional nightmare. And of course, the more she had relied upon the power during her mission, the longer the withdrawal lasted when she gave it up. 
She had hoped that she would be able to bring this power to Sethuil with her, but as with the Underborn’s provisions, there simply wasn’t enough to go around. Talona was the only one who enjoyed the boon at all times. The rest of the Sarodihm’s agents had to share. 
Not unlike Karn and his great feasts. 
Bitterly, Lathriel turned away from the mirror and trudged back up the staircase. Her quarters here in the keep were small but private, as she’d insisted, and she bolted the old wooden door behind her when she entered. She didn’t keep much inside, just a pack with her personal belongings, but she still did a quick search. Once she confirmed that nothing had been stolen, she set down her weapons and dropped onto the uncomfortable bed. 
As she lay there in the darkness, shivering from the pain of the Wasting Echo as well as the cold, she pulled out the small golden locket tucked beneath her armor. 
“This will all be worth it in the end,” she said, running her finger along the Sorokar heraldry etched into the gold. “I hope you understand.”
She flicked open the locket to reveal the tiny vatari crystal hidden inside. At her touch, it projected a small illusory image of an elven child with her hazel eyes…and his father’s white hair. 
“We’ll have our vengeance soon,” she whispered. “And you’ll finally be safe.”




3
Recovery


A swarm of Vorskai sentries came rushing forward when they spotted me carrying Tyris. I was glad I had maintained my dragon knight form, not only for the extra strength but because of the way it so obviously shaped the attitude of the humans. For the most part, the Vorskai had been incredibly accepting of me since I’d shown up in their camp as the  Sorekûl Drakath, but the awed looks on their faces when they saw me as a dragon were unmistakable.
I assured them that Tyris would be fine, and I projected enough confidence in my Wyrmidon form to soothe their concerns. Nevertheless, we made haste back to the settlement. The Mosh’Dalar arrived almost immediately, and I could feel the restorative magic on his fingertips the moment he leaned down to examine her. Her cuts and scrapes were minor enough they healed over quickly, and he confirmed my suspicion that she was suffering from the effects of the Flensing. Though with any luck, they would fade relatively quickly. 
The other good news was that the Chol hadn’t come anywhere near the settlement. The Vorskai had been too far away to hear the fighting, and their sorcerers hadn’t been afflicted by the Wailing. Neither had I, strangely. I could only assume that the vatari had protected me somehow; I was a sorcerer who could feel the Aether but not tap into its currents. 
Regardless, I was convinced that Tyris and I were the reason the monsters had appeared. The Chol were drawn to powerful sorcery, and the lure of two dragons must have been irresistible. 
At least, I hoped that was the reason. In the two decades they’d been living here in the mountains, the Vorskai had apparently never encountered a group of Chol that size before, and I prayed they never would. These humans had endured enough tragedies over the years without having to worry about hordes of monsters. 
Once I’d explained what had happened and was convinced that Tyris was stable, I took her from the village into the cave where I’d slept two nights ago to give her—and us—some extra privacy. The chamber once again reminded me of the pool rooms in Siren Falls.
I laid her down on the bedroll, then debated whether or not I should light one of the torch sconces in here. I could see fine, but she wouldn’t be able to unless she lit them herself. And while she could easily conjure a puff of flame with a snap of her fingers, it seemed cruel to force her to channel the Aether in her condition.
I walked over to the sconce on the far side of the stone pool. Krynn’s attack may have stripped away the limited sorcery I’d once possessed, but I had other means of making a spark. Drawing in breath, I puffed flame from my mouth to ignite the torch. 
After it was blazing, I finally cooled my dragon blood and reverted to my normal elven form. The pain flared up the moment I did so, and the Mosh’Dalar’s warning intruded on my thoughts. The more I transformed, he claimed, the faster the vatari corruption would spread…
I sat down next to Tyris, content to relax for a while after our battle. She had been damn impressive back there. Even without her magic, she had held her own with only her blade. Maybe the weapon really was the legendary Sabon Nyr…or maybe she was just that good. I honestly didn’t know how well I would have been able to fight with a Wailing-induced migraine. 
Perhaps an hour later, she finally stirred. Her green eyes blinked rapidly as they adjusted to the dimness. 
“Zor kalah,” she whispered. “What—”
“It’s all right,” I soothed, placing my hand on her arm. “We’re back in the camp.”
She quickly looked around and took in her surroundings. “The Chol?”
“All gone,” I said. “And don’t worry, they didn’t come after the village. No one here even knew we were attacked.”
Tyris closed her eyes. “Ka dara Moshai,” she whispered. “I did not realize there were so many.”
“There usually aren’t. Not above ground, anyway.” I pursed my lips. “The Chol aren’t like Tirzak or gnolls—they’re not defending their hunting grounds. They only come to the surface when drawn by powerful magic. The two of us traveling together must have lured them out, especially if they were already lurking near the ruined temple.”
“Then we are placing the others in danger,” she said, abruptly leaning up. 
“Easy,” I scolded gently. “You don’t want to move too quickly.”
“I am fine,” she insisted. “It is the others I am worried about.”
“We killed almost all of the Chol,” I reminded her. “And the last few retreated. I doubt they’ll be back, especially without the Anointed to lead them. Either way, we’ll be gone in the morning. Your people have survived out here for decades—they’ll be all right.” 
Tyris still looked concerned, but she eventually nodded. “I had only heard stories of the Chol. I did not realize they would look so…elvish.”
“The Vaz Gorati claim that the Chol are Avetharri who were twisted by the corruption of the Old Gods,” I said. “They say the Chol are remnants of the first highborn who rebelled against divine tyranny and were punished for it. That’s why they seek out sorcerers—they’re compelled to avenge the ‘theft’ of magic from the gods to mortals.”
“Perhaps that would explain why they lurked near the ruined temple.”
“Assuming it’s true. It’s not as if anyone knows for sure.”
Tyris nodded slowly, then glanced down as if it had only now occurred to her that she’d been wounded in the fight. She dragged her fingers across the smooth, unblemished skin of her side and leg where the Mosh’Dalar’s magic had mended her bruises and scrapes. 
“You carried me to the camp?” she asked. 
“It seemed like the thing to do, since we didn’t have a wheelbarrow handy,” I replied dryly. “And I doubted you’d appreciate being dragged.”
“You saved my life,” she whispered. “I could never have battled so many on my own.”
“You wouldn’t have even been up there if it weren’t for me. I don’t think I deserve any credit.”
I couldn’t tell if she’d even heard me. Her green eyes flicked back and forth almost as if she were looking at something else. 
“Besides, you killed almost as many of them as I did,” I pointed out. “All while dealing with the Wailing. That’s damn impressive.”
Her gaze finally shifted back to mine. “You are not exaggerating?”
“Not in the slightest,” I said. “I doubt there are many other nineteen-year-olds who could fight off five Wyrmguard on their own, either.”
She flushed slightly, the red in her cheeks making her look even younger. She reached out her left hand and touched my forearm, causing me to inhale sharply as it triggered a rush of energy through my magic-hungry scar. 
“We fight as one,” she said. “Maskari.”
I smiled. The Blade Dancers spent decades training alongside one another before they considered themselves a true fighting union. They also wore bonding collars that allowed them to feel each other’s thoughts, giving them even more coordination…and intimacy.
We clearly weren’t anywhere close to that level. But for two near-strangers, we had done pretty damn well for ourselves…and I had a feeling that we would have plenty more chances to practice in the days ahead. 
“Why don’t you lie here and rest for a bit,” I suggested. “I’ll go back to the main camp and see if I can scrounge up some food.”
Her face creased in doubt. I wondered if she might insist on accompanying me, since she seemed afraid to ever leave my side. But then she abruptly relaxed and nodded. 
“I shall be here,” she said. 
“It shouldn’t take long,” I promised, getting back to my feet. “Just try and relax.”
I had spent enough time around Borkesh’s people to understand that tribes who lived in the mountains—or anywhere else, really—rarely had stores of extra food to go around. But I couldn’t imagine they would deny an extra helping for the most important member of their tribe, and I was quickly proven correct. They had added some of the extra meat to a stew, and one of the cooks readily provided me with a wooden bowl of it to bring back to her. 
After assuring them one more time that Tyris was recovering well, I returned to the cave. As I walked, I mused how there weren’t many tribes—or many cultures in general—who would allow a strange man to be alone with one of their females. Such was the power of prophecy. 
Then again, it wasn’t as if many tribes played host to a dragon who had just wiped out an army on their behalf, either. 
I entered the cave and maneuvered through the dark passages toward the chamber with the pool. The flickering light ahead seemed brighter, which made me wonder if Tyris had chosen to ignite more torches. I stepped inside the chamber, my eyes drifting to the bedroll. 
Only to find it empty. Frowning, I glanced around the chamber—
And inhaled sharply when Tyris suddenly emerged from within the pool. Her orange hair was plastered against the sides of her head, revealing the tips of her pointed ears. She paused right before her breasts lifted above the waterline. 
For a moment I stared, mind flashing back to the first time I had seen her in Siren Falls when she had done the same thing. Then I remembered my purpose and frowned, face heating, as I cast about for a place to put the bowl. “I, uh, I brought some food.”
“I thought it prudent to wash first,” she said, sliding her hands back through her hair. Her bountiful cleavage, fetchingly visible above the water, shifted at the movement. 
“Good plan,” I managed, kneeling to set the bowl down at the rim of the pool but unable to drag my eyes away from her shiny wet skin. 
“Do you wish to join me?” she asked. “It is quite pleasant.”
The bowl nearly slipped out of my hands. “Sounds relaxing,” I said, returning to my feet as calmly as I could despite the sudden rush of blood into my loins. “Is it cold?”
“No,” Tyris answered. “But I can heat it up for you if you prefer.”
Before I could reply, she slowly stood upright. My breath caught in my throat as the water streamed down her body, sliding from the swells of her breasts. I had been yearning to get a glimpse of those perfect half-human tits of hers. And now that I could behold them in all their naked glory, it was safe to say I wasn’t disappointed in the least. 
The water stopped just below her toned belly, and she paused for several long, glorious seconds as if giving me time to appreciate the streams trickling down her neck and between her breasts. Then, with a flick of her wrists, she stretched her hands in front of her. Aetheric flames burst forth from her palms and dove into the pool. The inferno conjured a steaming mist that coiled around her like a serpent, as if even the water couldn’t resist her alluring curves. 
Having grown up in the palace in Tel Kithas, I was no stranger to astonishing feats of magic, but these days, most commonplace miracles of sorcery were the work of artifice. Fire runes to heat the water, water runes to move it swiftly through pipes, arcane runes to cleanse it of impurities before returning it to the lake…
Her method was certainly more dramatic, especially the way the light played off her tan skin and reflected in her piercing eyes. A wave of heat washed over me as I drank in her young body, but I was pretty sure it had nothing do with the steam.
She quenched the flames with another flick of her wrist, then flashed me a coquettish smile. “It is ready.”
Nodding as if in a trance, I touched the glamour stone dangling from my neck. Her eyes had been locked onto mine during her entire performance, but when my illusory clothes faded, I caught them surreptitiously flick downward. From the slight upward curl of her lips, she was obviously pleased by the fact I was already as hard as the stone walls of the pool. 
A soothing warmth enveloped me the moment I dipped my foot inside, and I let out a contented groan as I immersed my legs and waist. 
“Better?” she asked, eyes twinkling as she drifted closer to me. 
“Much,” I said, unable to pull my gaze from the sight of her glistening breasts while she moved. “Even the runes in the pools at Siren Falls never get them quite this—mmh!”
I was cut off when she abruptly kissed me. A rush of magical energy flooded into my scar as quickly as the rush of blood flooding into my submerged manhood. As her arms wrapped around my waist, she pulled herself close enough that my throbbing tip pressed against her belly.
Tyris’s tongue found mine, and my thoughts flashed back to the night when she’d brought me in here and kissed me…and then proclaimed that she was meant to be my reward for aiding the Vorskai against the Dragon Sovereign. She had departed shortly thereafter, leaving me alone to rest before the battle. 
Tonight, however, I had a feeling she wasn’t going anywhere. 
My hands fell upon her wet shoulders and traced down her back, appreciating every inch of her curves. After they reached her waist, I slowly brought them back up, this time moving to her sides. My cock, still pressed against her navel, pulsed in uncontrollable excitement when my fingers finally touched her magnificent breasts.
By the Seven, I thought, I can’t wait to get them into my mouth…
I was about to pull away and lower my lips to one when Tyris’s hand settled on my scar. The surge of energy nearly overwhelmed me. I couldn’t even maintain our kiss. 
“Gods,” I gasped, leaning away. My entire body went as rigid as my cock. 
“You have said that you can heal most wounds,” Tyris whispered. 
“Yes,” I panted. The tips of my fingers and toes and cock were all tingling. “Except that one. Not very pleasant to look at, I know. Though I’ve met quite a few women who find scars attractive.”
I smirked, but Tyris didn’t seem to notice. Her eyes remained fixed upon my wound. 
“You feel better when I am touching you,” she said quietly.
That’s the understatement of the age, I thought dryly. 
“Yes,” I said instead. “The vatari inside me must be feeding off your power. I didn’t know such a thing was possible. Perhaps it’s a sign you really do have draconic blood.”
Tyris frowned. “Do you doubt it?”
“No,” I replied quickly. “But once we find Sariss, she can perform a proper blood reading. The Vaz Gorati can tap into a sorcerer’s ancestral memories and learn all kinds of things about them.”
“The moshalim have a similar ritual,” she said, sliding her fingertips across my scar and sending a shudder of delight cascading through me. “But we do not test the blood.”
I frowned. “How else can you…ngn!”
It was only then, when I felt fingertips curl around my cock, that I realized her other hand had drifted all the way down my body. 
“The truth of a moshalim’s power lies within his seed,” Tyris said, her green eyes brimming with desire. “It is time I understood yours.”
Without a moment’s hesitation, she sank into the water all the way down to her knees, submerging herself to her chin. My cock was there waiting for her, turgid and throbbing. She stared at it for a long moment, as if trying to plan her attack, before the fingers of her right hand curled around the shaft. 
I moaned in delight at the pleasure of her touch, and again when she began to stroke me. My swollen tip throbbed in anticipation of being introduced to her soft lips and tongue, but she made no movement other than to study the engorged flesh in front of her as if it were a beast waiting to be tamed. 
“Are all male dragons so impressive?” she asked huskily. 
“I, uh…nnn,” I moaned as she continued stroking me. “I don’t know.”
She examined me for another moment, her breasts heaving rhythmically above the water, then finally looked up at me. “You have been with many females, have you not?”
“Ngn…uh…a few,” I managed. Alamir had only been with three women before Dragonfall, but as for Raz…few was quite the understatement. 
“I am inexperienced,” Tyris admitted, her fingers squeezing a bit tighter. “But that is only because I have saved myself for the Dragon Messiah.”
Unspoiled and unbroken, the old Vaz Gorati texts said, as a dragon wife should be. 
“I will learn quickly,” Tyris said, still looking at me. “And I assure you, there will come a day when you are desperate for my touch.”
I groaned as her stroke traveled from base to crown. “I already am.”
She smiled. “Good. Because I am not like any female you have ever met.” 
Parting her lips, she leaned forward to engulf me. 
There was nothing in the world quite like watching your cock disappear into a beautiful woman’s mouth for the first time, nor anything quite like feeling the heat of her mouth and the softness of her tongue upon your manhood. Tyris had gotten me so close with her fingers alone that the furnace of her mouth and the suction of her lips almost sent me over the edge.
But I had been with plenty of women, like she said, including a concubine with a penchant for keeping me tortuously on edge for hours at a time. Though it took a great deal of effort, I managed to hold myself back so I could fully enjoy the moment. I feathered my fingers through her tousled red mane, and I moaned in delight when she took me into her throat. 
Whatever Tyris might have lacked in experience she easily made up for in raw enthusiasm. She bobbed up and down fiercely, vigorously, one hand on the base of my cock while the other squeezed the back of my thighs. The suction from her lips grew stronger with each passing second, as if she were in a race to extract my seed as soon as possible…
It would have been selfish to disappoint her. I let myself go, enjoying the grip and pull of her mouth nearly as much as the sight of my cock sliding in and out of her lips. My hand gripped her hair more tightly, and I panted as I began to crest—
“Hngh!” I cried out as I flooded her mouth with her well-deserved reward. Tyris held her ground, hand gripping my thigh as tightly as mine was gripping her hair. I groaned when the flood finally tapered off, and I looked down at her orange mane as she slowly pulled back. She had endured amazingly well for her first time; only a few thin streams had escaped her lips. Her eyes flicked back up to mine just in time for me to watch her open her mouth, roll my seed over her tongue…and then swallow it all with a single gulp. 
“Von selah con merak,” Tyris breathed, reaching up with a finger to gather a loose dribble from her lip. “The seed that will cure the Drought.”
I didn’t know what to say or how to react. But looking down upon her, fighting back against the inevitable wave of fatigue, I couldn’t help but think about how Tyris had been right. 
She really wasn’t like any female I had ever met. 
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Not that there was any chance of that happening. Between the sight of her wet, nubile body on its knees and the constant stream of magical energy feeding my scar, my cock remained firm and at the ready. And when her fingers rejoined the action, stroking me in a leisurely manner while her tongue flicked across my tip, I was tempted to let her take me into her mouth however many times she wanted until she’d had her fill. I could certainly think of worse ways to relax than having a beautiful young woman suck you dry. 
Like when Karethys once spent an entire afternoon between my legs testing my endurance, I remembered. Or when Sariss spent three glorious nights doing the same. 
Tyris was hungrily eyeing my cock as if she were about to devour me again, but it hardly seemed fair to have her do all the work. After all, she was the one who’d been knocked unconscious by the Wailing just a few hours earlier.
Just as her lips began to part, I reached down and firmly took her arms, drawing her up out of the water. Her green eyes looked up at me, confused, but she didn’t resist when I pulled her upright. The water streamed down her body again, drawing my eyes to her flat stomach…and making me imagine how incredible her belly would look with my brand upon it. But I pushed aside the thought as I drew her in for another kiss.
I smiled inwardly when she instantly melted into me. I slid my hands down her sides, once again appreciating her bountiful human curves. When my fingers came back up, they alighted upon her breasts. She gasped into my mouth when I gave them a gentle squeeze, and again when I rolled my thumbs across her nipples.
Our mouths parted for a fraction of a second, giving me the opportunity to kiss my way down her chin and neck as I squatted lower. My lips soon joined my thumbs at her breasts, and when I rolled my tongue over the burgundy nubs, Tyris’s entire body seized up in delight.
“Zor Kalngngngn…” she babbled incoherently, her nails suddenly digging into my back for purchase as if she might otherwise lose her balance and fall into the pool. 
I continued my own feast, eagerly devouring her tits, my cock throbbing against her stomach. Every time she gasped or seized up in my arms, I knew I’d made the right decision in taking charge. And I was only getting started. 
While my tongue resumed lashing her nipples, my hands found her thighs. With a burst of scar-enhanced strength, I lifted her out of the pool. She inhaled sharply, her knees reflexively locking against my hips, as I carried her to the edge and set her down on the smooth stones.
Tyris eyed me curiously when I abruptly pulled away from her, wondering what I was doing. I answered her question by sinking into the pool, pushing apart her legs and kissing my way along her inner thigh. 
Her womanhood petaled open as I spread her thighs, revealing a glistening pink flower. A single thin strip of red hair lay above, an amusing testament to her human heritage, and I smiled as I gently brought my mouth to her labia. 
I may not have been able to perform a blood reading, but the explosion of energy when my tongue touched her womanhood almost made me spill right into the pool. The surge was even more intense than when she’d taken me into her mouth, or even when she’d set her hand atop my scar. Her feminine nectar was like pure, concentrated Aether.
Blood and seed, the Vaz Gorati said, were the true conduits of power. I should have known that would extend to females as well. 
I ventured deeper, one finger pressing into her slit while my tongue lathered her swollen clit. Tyris didn’t so much gasp as stutter, as if she could barely breathe at all. Her fingers were suddenly on my head, gripping desperately at my long white hair as the waves of ecstasy crashed over her. 
“That…oh…oh!”
She spent with a gasp, her thighs clamping around my head and her fingers digging into my skull. And as the tremors of euphoria shuddered through her, I felt a new surge of power flood through me as well, as I fed off her release. 
I believed that making a woman spend with your mouth was ample reward on its own, but being able to feed off her joy made it all the sweeter. My cock throbbed beneath the water, desperate for a sheath. 
“Ngn,” Tyris moaned as she finally came down. “I never knew…never thought…ohh…”
As I slid my tongue across her pearl again, I belatedly understood how she had felt a few minutes ago. Even without the exhilarating rush of energy, I would happily dine on her sex all night purely for the satisfaction of feeling her and hearing her convulse around me.
But I wanted more…and I knew she did as well. I could hear it in her ragged breath and see it in her emerald eyes. Five years ago, I’d put us on a collision course. A male and female dragon, an Avetharri and a Vorskai…it was time to fulfill our destiny. 
It was time to make her mine. 
Surging out of the water, I took hold of her thighs and hoisted her up again. She wrapped her arms around the back of my neck for support as I carried us both up and over the edge of the pool. Her lips found mine as we moved, and her fingertips dug into my flesh when my tongue encircled hers, allowing her to taste her own carnal nectar. 
I held her airborne for several seconds, allowing most of the water to stream off us and splatter against the cavern floor before I finally crossed to her bedroll. Her legs stayed clamped around me when I set her down, my manhood basking in the heat of her virgin sex. My swollen tip was already slick with her molten juices.
While my right hand squeezed her breasts again, my left reached down to guide my tip to her waiting entrance. I broke our kiss as I pushed against her, eager to gaze deep into her green eyes. She appeared younger and more vulnerable without her war paint, as if she were an ordinary young girl rather than a powerful sorceress and formidable warrior. She looked at me eagerly and expectantly, her hands clutching my back as she spread her legs wide.
“Please,” Tyris breathed, voice soft and sweet. “I am yours, Fakash Tal’Shira.”
I nudged my manhood inside her, moaning in joy as I felt her stretch to accommodate me for the first time. Her eyes rolled back into her head as I pushed deep into her hot, gripping silk, and for several drawn-out seconds, she seemed to forget how to breathe. She was unbelievably tight. Fearing I might be hurting her, I started to pull back…but her hands and thighs clamped into place to hold me fast, and I pushed in deeper. 
“Zanesh tela dos,” she stammered. “Yes…please…oh!”
She cried out as my hips met hers, and another surge of sorcerous power sizzled through my cock, body, and scar. A roaring wave of unstoppable lust came with it, compelling me not to linger to enjoy the feeling of her innermost flesh, but to thrust harder, deeper. The primal urge to take her became overwhelming. I didn’t just want to fuck her—I wanted to ruthlessly drive into her womanhood over and over and over until I flooded her womb with my dragon seed… 
Rolling my hips back, I pulled out a few inches, then thrust into her again, triggering a gasp and a full-body shudder of delight. I repeated the movement again and again, faster each time, giving her a chance to adapt before I took her anew. 
“There!” she cried when I found an angle that pressured somewhere sensitive. “More…ngh!”
Through my haze of need and mounting pleasure, I homed in on the spot and kept going. 
The heat between us built, our breaths merging and our passion rising. My strokes drew sounds out of her that were so vulnerable, so needful, that I couldn’t get enough of them, while each rippling squeeze of her inner walls made me forget everything else in the world. 
As she bucked wildly beneath me, my cock splitting her nubile flesh, my thoughts returned to something she’d told me. 
My entire life, I have imagined fighting alongside you and battling evil together, she had said. Our story is carried in the currents of the Moshai. I am meant to bond with the Hero of Destiny. 
I still didn’t know if I believed her. I didn’t know if I should allow myself to believe her. But despite how much I distrusted prophecies, I couldn’t deny that I’d felt something with this girl the instant we’d met. Nor could I deny how natural—how right—it felt to be inside her. 
It wasn’t about her beauty or her magic or her determination. This was about a connection, a gravity-like force pulling together. The future may have been murky, but the present was clear as day. 
Tyris Vermillion was mine. 
“Oh!” I practically shouted as I once again approached the edge…
And happily plunged over it. Tyris cried out in climax as I spent deep inside her, filling her womb with burst after burst of my dragon seed. Her entire body locked around me, holding us together. Man and woman, human and elf, Sorokar and Vermillion…
Two as one. Mas’kari.




Interlude

Council of War


“As my lord can see, there have been no changes along the northern border,” General Elyon said, his hand hovering above the war table. The illusory terrain, as well as the projections of their current forces in the area, shifted in response to his movements. “The Lostrien armies remain firmly entrenched but have made no efforts to advance or reinforce their numbers.” 
“As we expected,” Krynn Mandar, Dragon Sovereign of Abethaal, replied with a casual flick of his black claw. “They won’t attack, not after we embarrassed them so thoroughly. Sovereign Calishar is more afraid of losing face than running out of vatari.”
“For now, I agree,” Elyon said in that not-quite insubordinate tone of his. Though perhaps it only seemed restrained because he was in his Avetharri form rather than his Wyrmidon one. Krynn had made it clear that the general could only assume his dragon knight form when his Sovereign was a full dragon. It was vital that the soldiers—and the court and the nobles and everyone else—understood who was in charge at all times. 
“Earlier, you mentioned a new problem in the east,” Krynn prompted. He was seated in the chair he’d had specially made for these councils, sized for his enlarged bulk and carved from blood-red stone to match his scales.
“Yes, my lord,” Elyon said, waving his hand over the war table. The magical projection transformed from the lush expanse of the Silvershade Forest to the island city of Tol Morhir. Hundreds of miles to its south, the general conjured an image of several dozen war galleons. “Imperial warships continue to gather in the Forlingas Sea. They have not advanced, but they could be preparing to lay siege to Tol Morhir or Darmaste.”
“Or Baradar,” Malarel Teviss put in from the other side of the table. The drow matriarch’s faintly glowing red eyes were narrowed in thought. “It wouldn’t get them access to the vatari, but opening the strait would give the Empire more options to pressure us.”
“And potentially supply the Underborn rebels more easily,” Elyon agreed. “We know they’ve been getting weapons somehow. If the Empire can supply them with food, it would allow the rebels to sustain their campaign, possibly even beyond Sethuil and the Reach.”
Krynn shook his head. “I’m sure they’d love that, but the Empire isn’t that bold. Not after I sank their war galleon last week.”
“Perhaps not,” Malarel replied with a fractional shrug. “But it is something we should watch closely.”
“I concur,” Elyon said. “My lord, we need to be prepared for more aggressive Imperial action. With their vatari reserves dwindling, many of the provinces may feel compelled to take matters into their own hands.”
“Oh, they will. I guarantee it.”
Everyone’s gaze shifted to the lanky, sour-faced highborn man sitting at the far end of the table. Zirik Tynov had been relatively quiet so far, but not peaceful. He looked wound up, like a coiled snake waiting for the opportunity to strike. 
Evidently, that moment was now. 
“For all we know, there’s an entire Imperial armada lurking around Narthil ready to sweep up the coast,” he said. “Or ships in northern Lostrien waiting to supply the rebels.”
“Our scouts have found no evidence of any war or supply fleets,” Malarel reminded him calmly. “As you know, the Empire—”
“Will not wait forever to bring the hammer down upon us,” Zirik finished. “What I want to know—what we all need to know—is what our Sovereign plans to do when the Elder Dragons finally unleash their fury. Because it doesn’t seem like he realizes how precarious our position is.”
“Not nearly as precarious as you believe it to be,” Krynn said, turning and glaring at the other man. “And my plan has not changed. When the Empire accepts my terms and allows us to distribute the vatari as we see fit, trade will return to normal.”
Zirik scoffed. “And we’ve been telling you for years that the Council of Wyrms will never accept that arrangement. You’re asking the Great Houses to cede tremendous wealth.”
“Yes, I am,” Krynn said flatly. “The day of my coronation, I promised all of you that the Empire would no longer disrespect our people, nor would they plunder our wealth and resources without rightful compensation.”
He paused and allowed his voice to chill. “As one of the only loyal houses left in Abethaal, House Tynov should understand that. Your continued support has brought your family great wealth and prestige.”
“For which we are eternally grateful, my lord,” Zirik said not quite sarcastically, “but I fear this has gone on too long. We repelled the Empire’s first attacks, it’s true, and your obliteration of their war galleon has left them stunned. But they haven’t truly tested us yet. We need to negotiate better terms before this escalates any further.”
“I told you my terms,” Krynn replied flatly. “The vatari is ours. There is nothing else to negotiate but the price.”
The other man’s face darkened into a scowl, and he leaned across the table. But thankfully for him, Malarel interjected before he said something he’d regret. 
“There may be another, simpler solution we have not considered,” the drow said coolly. “We’ve been able to maintain our position because the other provinces were thoroughly unprepared for the boldness of my lord’s moves to secure Selod Maril. And thus far, they have been unable to present a unified response. But if that is changing, as Lord Tynov fears, we should consider fomenting further division ourselves.”
“Speak plainly,” Zirik said tartly. 
Malarel briefly arched a white eyebrow at him, but her dark voice betrayed no sign of annoyance or frustration. “A private gift to one of the neighboring provinces—Ivallis, perhaps—in coin or crystal might persuade them to remain neutral a bit longer. Perhaps we could even convince them to agree to our lord’s new terms individually, without the Empire’s approval.”
Zirik snorted. “Do you really think Ivallis would take that kind of risk?”
“As the General said, vatari supplies are running out. We can either use that to our advantage, or we can wait and allow it to become a rallying point for our enemies. I humbly suggest the former.”
Inwardly, Krynn smiled. Malarel was smart—too smart, perhaps. But her drow had served him well these past five years, and while he didn’t trust House Teviss, he absolutely respected them. Their ruthless efficiency was a joy to behold.
But he was no fool. House Teviss was also the undisputed expert at playing both sides against the middle, and Malarel wouldn’t suggest any course of action her house wouldn’t benefit from. He wouldn’t have put it past her to have already made inroads with some of the families in Ivallis in preparation for Krynn’s outreach. 
“With Garsúl’s support, we’d control access to the sea,” Krynn said. “I’d rather start with them.”
“As my lord desires,” Malarel said, her face giving no indication that she approved or disapproved. “Any arrangement could buy us more time. And potentially force the Empire to acquiesce.”
“I’ll send an envoy soon,” Krynn told her. “But for now, we should return to local matters. General, what’s the latest report from the Reach?”
Elyon nodded. He waved his hand above the war table, shifting the projection to the western side of the province.
“No major developments in the past several days. The rebels continue to amass the bulk of their forces in Nost Darah. I still believe they’re likely to attack within the next month or even sooner. They simply don’t have the provisions to wait.”
“Then I suggest we mount a small offensive,” Malarel said. “Not against Nost Darah directly, but against their other camps and outposts. If we keep them off-balance long enough, they’ll starve and turn on each other.”
“If we had the forces to spare, I’d consider it,” Krynn said. “But we don’t, not without diverting wyverns and men from the border.”
“I still believe the Sarodihm are our biggest obstacle,” Elyon said. “We’ve had dozens of reports of their followers harrying our convoys and patrols. And if they truly have discovered a new source of magic—”
Krynn snorted. “There is no other source of magic. The Sarodihm are glorified cultists, nothing more. We’ll crush them with the rest of the rebels.”
“Like you crushed the Vorskai?”
Once again, all eyes at the table turned to Zirik Tynov. His face had flushed while the others spoke, as if his anger had been building to a boil. 
“I beg your pardon?” Krynn asked, every word encased in ice. 
“You told us that you destroyed the Vorskai dragon five years ago,” Zirik said. “You promised that they would never again be a threat.”
“They aren’t a threat,” Krynn growled. “I drove them back into the mountains, and my forces will flush them out and finish them off soon.”
“So you have said. And yet my own wyvern riders tell a very different story. They say that your forces were completely annihilated by the humans.”
Krynn’s claws scratched into the granite tabletop, and he was more than a little tempted to leap across the table and rip the other man in half. He had been rather evasive about the events at Dragonfall two days ago, and he hadn’t expected anyone here to investigate the valley themselves for some time yet. Enough, he’d hoped, for him to be able to pin the blame on the regiment commanders for committing a truly embarrassing tactical blunder and being unprepared for a Vorskai ambush. 
But if Tynov’s people had done a flyby and seen the devastation themselves…
“Two thousand men—gone,” Zirik said. “Most of them incinerated, it might add. If the Vorskai sorcerers are powerful enough to wipe out an entire army, we can no longer afford to—”
“Your riders are mistaken,” Krynn said in a deadly voice. “I slaughtered the Vorskai envoy myself. Perhaps your men were too lazy or too incompetent to actually look at the bodies.”
Zirik sneered. “Are you honestly going to sit there and—”
Krynn slammed his fist upon the table, leaving a spiderweb of cracks in the stone. He shifted his gaze to Malarel and Elyon. “Leave us. We’ll meet again the day after tomorrow.”
Zirik glanced between the others, probably hoping that they would hold their ground and ask their Sovereign to explain what was going on. But both Malarel and Elyon stood without fanfare and departed, leaving the patriarch of House Tynov alone to fend for himself. 
“You can’t hide the truth forever,” Zirik said, standing from his seat and bracing his hands on his end of the table. “Not from the court, not from the rest of the province!”
“There is nothing to hide,” Krynn insisted venomously. “The Vorskai have been dealt with.”
“She was there, wasn’t she?” Zirik demanded, ignoring all warning signs. “The Vorskai dragon, the one we’ve heard so much about.”
“There is no human dragon.”
Zirik laughed. “How long do you expect to be able to sit there and lie to your war council? Elyon may be a loyal hound, but House Teviss has more spies than anyone in the Empire. It’s only a matter of time before Malarel realizes the truth.”
“She understands the only truth that matters,” Krynn said, letting his voice cool and his posture relax as he reached across the table to retrieve his glass of wine. “That I am Dragon Sovereign, and that my word is law.”
“You can’t threaten us, not with the Empire about to beat down your door,” Zirik spat. “And in case you’re sitting there thinking about killing me, I should remind you that there are currently two Tynovs on the Council of Wyrms. You may think you can ignore the Elder Dragons, but I assure you that—”
“How’s your new wife?” 
Zirik blinked as if he thought he had misheard. “What?”
“Your new wife,” Krynn repeated, calmly swirling the contents of his glass. “The one from Korvale. You know, with the silver hair and long legs?”
“She’s well,” the other man replied slowly. “We’ll be married in three days.”
“Congratulations. She has an impressive lineage. I’ve heard she’s quite the sorceress.”
Zirik stared at him for a moment. “She is quite gifted, yes. But what does—?”
“I’m sure she is,” Krynn went on, finally gulping down the wine before setting the glass back on the table. “I’d love to meet her.”
The chamber went deathly quiet, and Krynn watched in satisfaction as the color drained from Zirik’s arrogant face. 
“In fact, you should have her stop by the palace tonight,” Krynn continued. “Oh, and tell her to wear something nice, would you?”
“No,” Zirik rasped, as if all the air had been sucked from his lungs. “She will do no such thing.”
Krynn shrugged. “I can ask her myself, if you prefer. It might be easier that way. I’m sure her family would be ecstatic at the prospect of the Dragon Sovereign giving her a personal tour of the palace.”
Zirik swallowed. “If you so much as lay a hand on her, I swear I’ll—”
“Do what? Run crying to the Vaz Gorati? I am Dragon Sovereign—by the divine right of Lahara’s blood, any unmarried female is mine to claim as I wish.” Krynn casually stood from his seat and loomed over the other man. “Or perhaps you’d prefer to strike me instead?”
Zirik’s face had gone as pale as a Chol. His entire body quivered as if he couldn’t decide whether to lunge across the table or fall to his knees and retch. 
“What do you want?” Zirik asked, his voice barely a whisper.
“Your continued candor during council meetings, of course,” Krynn said. “A Sovereign needs advisors who are willing to challenge him.”
Zirik stayed silent. 
“Still, you may wish to have your wyvern riders take another look at the valley before our next meeting,” Krynn added. “Elyon and Malarel will undoubtedly be interested in hearing your updated report.”
“I’ll send the orders tomorrow,” Zirik rasped. 
“Why wait? You should go and do that now.” Krynn smiled. “And on the way, you can apologize to your fiancé for me. I’m busy tonight after all.”
Zirik nodded so faintly it was little more than a twitch, then turned and left the war room without another word. Krynn stared at the door in silence for a solid half minute before the gilded wall behind him shimmered and his First Wife—and Dragon Priestess—walked through the illusory barrier. 
“You’ve always known House Tynov would be trouble,” Miniel said, following his gaze to the door. As usual, she was clad in her blue Vaz Gorati robes with her stomach bared to display the House Mandar brand—his brand—upon her belly.
“They still have their uses,” Krynn told her. “For a little while longer, anyway.”
His wife drew in a deep breath as if bracing herself. “With all due respect, my lord, he is not wrong. The others will learn the truth about what happened soon, if they don’t know already.”
“I’m aware of that,” Krynn said. “But every day here is crucial. Even a small delay may buy us the time we need to find Alamir and his wives.”
Miniel nodded. “As you wish, of course.”
His lip twitched. “Have our people found the ranger or the concubine yet?”
“N-no, my lord, but it may take some time yet. As I said before, they could be almost anywhere…they may not even be in Abethaal anymore.”
“Oh, they’re here,” Krynn said, eyes narrowing. “Of that, I have no doubt.”
She didn’t reply. He knew she disagreed, but it didn’t really matter. If Alamir’s women weren’t in Abethaal, they wouldn’t be of any use to him anyway. But if they were…
If they were, Krynn’s agents would find them. 
“Are our men in position in Halondel?” he asked. 
“They flew in last night, my lord. Sister Sariss is serving in the temple there, as I thought.” Miniel paused. “Do you wish her apprehended?”
“No, just observed for now. If she’s there, Alamir won’t be far behind.” He paused and glanced down to the cracks he’d left in the table. “But I do want you to send a message to the local Blood Mother in case she requires additional motivation to aid us.”
Miniel’s dark eyebrows lifted. “My lord?”
“Just a little pressure applied carefully at the right points,” he said. “A Sovereign has many tools in his arsenal.”
Krynn smiled and looked back to the door where Zirik Tynov had departed. “And I intend to use them all.”




4
Return to the Falls


The stew I’d brought into the cave had long since gone cold by the time Tyris finally got around to eating, though a flash of searing flames from her palm solved that problem easily enough. Her biggest challenge to finishing the meal turned out to be something far more sinister.  
Namely, me. 
Up until now, I had only experienced brief surges of energy from touching her. But continuously feeding off her like this was driving me absolutely wild. It wasn’t just the usual enhancement to my speed and strength, either. I felt healthy. Revitalized.
And unstoppably randy.
I had already spilled twice in the past half hour, yet I felt as though I hadn’t finished in weeks. I couldn’t keep my hands to myself. I kissed her back and slid my hands along her smooth flesh while she tried to eat, but even that wasn’t enough to sate me. I had her tits back in my mouth when she was halfway through the bowl, and she was back on the bedroll with my cock hammering into her long before she could finish. 
And barely a minute after I flooded her womb with another rush of dragon seed, my cock was hard and eager for a fourth round. I’d always had impressive endurance, thanks in no small part to my concubine’s intense training regimen when I’d come of age, but this was different. Five minutes felt like a week of recovery. 
Thankfully, Tyris seemed eager to try and meet the challenge. Shortly after I finished inside her for the second time, she took me into her mouth and coaxed another load out of me. And shortly after that, she returned to her back with her legs spread so I could relentlessly rut her yet again. 
Yet even after the third time I’d spent inside her, I had no doubt I could have easily kept going if I wanted to. Gods, I needed to. But I forced myself to hold back for Tyris’s sake, and we took another long dip in the pool to clean up instead. 
When she entered the pool after reheating it, the cost of our enthusiasm became clear. She winced as the hot water enfolded her lower body, and I spotted the telltale signs of soreness that I recognized from my earliest sessions with Karethys. 
I had been far rougher with Tyris than I should have for a woman’s first time, though she’d never showed anything but hungry desire for more. Yet that was no excuse, as the more experienced partner, and I made it up to her by slowly and lovingly bathing her myself, soothing her sore sex and breasts with carefully massaging fingers amid soft, tender kisses.
Her hands likewise explored me at her leisure, tracing the hard muscles of my arms, chest, and back. She lingered at my ears, as if fascinated by their slightly longer shape than her own. By the time we were finished bathing, we felt as intimate as it was possible to be. 
Sleeping proved more difficult than battling the Chol. My scar kept feeding as I held her on the bedroll, even after she fell asleep. Eventually, I convinced myself to stop touching her and put some distance between us…and then, finally, I started to come down.
The crash came slowly at first, but then all at once. After perhaps ten minutes on my own, I no longer had the strength to keep my eyes open. The transition was as bizarre as it was incredible. But before I could put any more thought into it, I fell asleep.
I probably would have slept through the afternoon if Tyris hadn’t awakened me. I heard her voice first, though it was little more than distant gibberish to my unconscious mind. I became vaguely aware of a new source of light nearby, but even that didn’t stir me from slumber. Nothing did…until I felt her hand upon my scar. 
I inhaled sharply and popped upright only to see her kneeling in front of me, a concerned expression on her face. She was already dressed in her tribal leathers, and she’d even applied fresh white warpaint beneath her eyes. 
“Are you well?” she asked. 
“Yes,” I managed, clearing my throat. I hadn’t felt this groggy in months. “Just a little slow in the morning.”
Tyris smiled. “You worked hard last night. I always assumed that the legends of male dragons and their remarkable endurance had been exaggerated by the Avetharri.”
“We do need proper motivation,” I replied dryly, smiling back as I reached out to caress her cheek. “And I had plenty.”
The flicker of the wall torch behind her glinted off her eyes, and the warm light made her skin almost glow. I wanted to pull her in for a kiss, but I was afraid of where it might lead. Intellectually, I knew I needed to get back to Borkesh as soon as possible. The problem was that my intellect was no longer in charge. Not when we were here in this cave. Alone. With her touching me. 
“The others will be preparing provisions for us,” Tyris said. “We should not keep them waiting.”
She sounded like she was trying to convince herself as much as me, and I very nearly pulled her in for a kiss regardless. But there was no possible way I’d be able to get out of bed once our lips touched, so I somehow mustered the will to simply nod instead. 
“Right,” I said. “We should—”
Her lips intercepted mine before I could finish, and she practically tackled me onto the bedroll. Her power flooded me anew, an intoxicating, invigorating current. It buzzed along my skin as my arms wrapped around her. My cock, hard in an instant, pressed awkwardly against her belly as she pinned me beneath her, but she didn’t seem to mind. One of her hands found my stem, and her fingers were soon sliding effortlessly along my shaft. 
She didn’t stop there. Keeping our mouths locked together, she widened her legs to properly straddle me, and her right hand moved her loincloth out of the way while her left guided me into her wet, waiting sex. 
Her groan as she sank down, taking me inside, set my lust on fire. 
With her sorcerous power coursing through me, fueling my muscles and my libido, it took an enormous amount of restraint not to simply grab hold of her and take control. But incredibly, she acted every bit as desperate as I was, her earlier soreness seemingly gone. She moaned into my mouth as her hips churned against me, fucking me as hard as I had fucked her. 
What she lacked in technique, she made up for in enthusiasm and stamina. Her body quickly found its rhythm, and I began bucking to match her frantic pace. My world became her lips, her tongue, and that warm, clinging satin that engulfed me over and over. She took me without a care for exploring different angles or seeking out her pleasure spots, just a frenzied desire to take me deeper, always deeper.
Neither of us held back. She spent a heartbeat before I did, her lips popping free of mine as she screamed and jerked upright. I joined her cry, clutching at her thighs as I fired another load deep inside her, aided by her spasming walls.
Once we had both finished, Tyris smiled down at me again. “I suggest we take frequent breaks while we travel,” she said. “But it will require us to push our mounts if we wish to arrive on time.”
“I’m sure they can handle it,” I said, squeezing the young flesh of her thighs.
Chuckling softly, she leaned down to kiss me again, though she held it for only a few seconds. Any longer and we both knew this would be a lost cause. 
The sun hadn’t quite risen over the mountains when we left the cave, but the rays of light splintering over the peaks foreshadowed its return. Most of the Vorskai were awake. Several hunting parties were on their way out, while the rest were busy starting their own chores. 
While Tyris went to speak with the Mosh’Dalar and acquire some provisions, I headed for our mounts to get them ready. Both of our thresk were a bit grouchy this morning, for whatever reason; hers looked like it was about to snap at me with its beak. Perhaps it was being protective of its person…or perhaps it was protesting the fact we weren’t going to give it a day off to rest. I could have been persuaded either way. 
We set out shortly thereafter, and I tossed a final glance behind me before we entered the gorm tunnels. Neither Alamir nor Rasmus ever could have predicted how much the Godsworn Rise would change the course of both their lives. Lathriel, Tyris…
Dragonfall. 
The Vorskai believed I would eventually return, and I certainly wanted to. But the truth was that I had no way of knowing if I would be able to honor my promise and restore them to their home. The task ahead of me was monumental. When I’d had first come here with Tyris, I had wondered if it might be the start of an interesting journey. I’d had absolutely no idea how true that would prove.
“Is something wrong?” Tyris asked, stopping her half-reptile, half-bird mount alongside mine. 
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Just appreciating the daylight and fresh air while I can.”
I swept my gaze over the valley one last time. 
“All right,” I said. “We might as well get started.”
[image: image-placeholder]We only had to travel a few minutes before the last traces of daylight vanished, and by then Tyris had conjured a plume of flame in her palm to illuminate our way. The Vorskai had used this tunnel so many times that there were footprints from both thresk and humans everywhere, and once again, I couldn’t help but appreciate the survival instincts of the humans. Like Borkesh’s Ashreavers, the Vorskai had found ways to adapt—and even thrive—in their environment. It made me ruminate about how things might change once I ousted Krynn and recovered my throne.
Would it actually be possible to bring the dustborn into the Empire? Not as slaves or conscripts, but as free citizens? Considering how both the drow and the faeyn were still fighting for their own place in the Imperial hierarchy, it seemed unlikely. Rasmus had been too cynical to believe the Empire was capable of doing good, while Alamir had probably been too idealistic about what a single dragon could realistically accomplish. 
The question I couldn’t quite answer right now was what I believed. It was going to take a long time to figure out how to resolve the battle between the competing lifetimes inside my head. Dimly, I wondered if that challenge might ultimately prove more difficult than finding my wives or defeating Krynn.
Rather than drown in an abyss of my own dissonant thoughts, I struck up a conversation with Tyris as we traveled. I was perfectly content to listen as she told me about her people’s traditions and struggles, and I even had her try to expand my understanding of their language. Raz had picked up a fair amount over the years, but he’d never gotten anywhere close to fluent. And Alamir, for his part, only knew a few words. 
We kept up a good pace despite frequent breaks. At first, we struggled to travel more than an hour without stopping, mostly because she turned out to have worse discipline than I did. Out of nowhere, she would demand we halt, and a minute later I would be rutting her like a feral hog on the tunnel floor, our joint cries and gasps of exertion probably echoing for miles in the empty passages. 
We eventually learned to pace ourselves, and we made up for lost time by pushing our thresk every chance we got. And then, finally, we reached the tunnel exit where the Vorskai had created an illusion to conceal the passage. Once we moved through the shimmering figment, we were greeted by the sinking, reddening sun. My drow eyes had to squint for quite a while to adapt, but it was a small price to pay for the glowing warmth on our faces. 
“Hard to believe it’s only been a few days,” I said, shielding my eyes as I scanned the endless horizon of cracked, arid ground of the Droughtlands. The lush mountain valleys behind us were only a few dozen miles away, yet it felt as though we’d traveled halfway across the world.
“Much has changed in a short time,” Tyris agreed. She patted the scaly neck of her thresk as the beast sniffed the air, clearly ecstatic to be back above ground. “Shall we continue?”
Nodding, I spurred my own thresk to keep walking. We pushed hard for another few hours, not stopping even once as we raced against the waning daylight. The sun had nearly vanished by the time the waterfall became visible, and I pushed my mount even harder.
We were perhaps half a mile away when I saw the wisps of smoke rising from the settlement, and shortly thereafter, I noticed several fires blazing as well. My stomach clenched, and I spurred my thresk into a flat sprint. 
Had Krynn retaliated against the settlement when his squad of Wyrmguard hadn’t returned from their mission to find Tyris? If he’d dispatched another squad from Tiralis, or even decided to pay Siren Falls a visit himself…
Lahara have mercy. 
The closer we got, the worse it looked. Flames rose up from the rows of tents and wagons encircling the outskirts of the settlement, and the buildings beyond weren’t in much better shape. I didn’t see any bodies, but I didn’t see any survivors scurrying around trying to put out the blazes, either. The entire village looked disturbingly like another Dragonfall.
A wave of dread crashed over me as I slowed my thresk and scanned the devastation. Tyris’s battle with the Wyrmguard in the open plaza had scorched a few merchant stalls and left some nasty bloodstains on the rocky ground, but this looked like a dragon had strafed overhead and left ruin in his wake. Some of the locals might have fled into the caves for protection, but Borkesh and Sabari’s guards couldn’t possibly hold off another squad of Wyrmguard by themselves, let alone a vengeful Wyrm Lord. 
“Zor kalah,” Tyris breathed as she rode up behind me. 
“We need to look for survivors,” I said, gritting my teeth and hopping out of my saddle. I couldn’t feel the heat of the flames from here, but the acrid stench was already burning in my nostrils. And as the waning dusk transitioned into nightfall, the flickering orange columns of fire became even brighter. 
The fact that I couldn’t hear anything aside from the crackling blazes inside and around the buildings—no footfalls, no sobbing, no clash of weapons—was downright spooky. The slaughter must have ended hours ago. The part I couldn’t wrap my head around was the lack of corpses…
Bracing myself for the worst, I drew my blades and started forward. I swept my eyes from the buildings to the cavern entrance beneath the waterfall—
And froze. 
“Wait,” I warned, frowning at a fire blazing on a rooftop barely ten yards away. It reeked like burning flesh, not burning wood. I also couldn’t feel any heat, which made absolutely no sense at all.
“What is it?” Tyris asked, standing behind me with Sabon Nyr clutched in both hands. 
“The smell is wrong,” I said. “And there’s no heat.”
She frowned. “How can that be?”
“It can’t,” I said, shoulders relaxing as I lowered my blades and smiled. A few days ago, when Tyris had shown me the concealed entrance to the Vorskai tunnel, I had realized I could see through the illusion if I focused. I did the same here, concentrating on tiny details as I panned my gaze across the settlement…
And the entire illusion slowly unraveled. 
First went the fires, then smells, and then the beaten-down doors and wrecked stalls. Most of the wagons disappeared entirely, and the town took on a look of mere abandonment rather than desolation.
“Clever little siren,” I said, sheathing my swords. The smoke, the flames, the devastation…none of it was real. In fact, the Falls looked exactly the way we’d left it, other than the fact there didn’t appear to be anyone around. 
Tyris still looked confused, so I walked over to one of the illusory fires consuming a wagon and waved my hand over it. She gasped…but then understanding dawned. 
“Incredible,” she said, blinking. “Concealing our tunnel required several vatari runes. How is a deception on this scale even possible?”
“For a mortal, it probably isn’t,” I said with a grin. “For a fey, it’s an afternoon’s work.”
“More than an afternoon,” a gruff voice called out from nearby. “It took most of the day. Honestly, it might be the first time I’ve seen her sweat.”
Tyris and I both turned to our left as a tall orc emerged from around one of the buildings. He was casually bracing his oversized ax upon the shoulder of his thick balesk hide armor. 
“There you are,” I said, shoulders sagging in relief. 
“I was about to say the same to you,” Borkesh replied, his eyes spending about three-quarters of their time on the woman next to me. “Where in Kalhabek’s name have you been? And what are you wearing?”
“That’s…a long story,” I managed. “I can explain in a minute, but first…what was the point of all this? Where is everybody?”
Borkesh hesitated as he strode over, still looking at Tyris, before he shrugged. “In case you’ve forgotten, this girl murdered a squad of Wyrmguard soldiers. Someone was going to come look for them eventually, and there were too many witnesses to bury the corpses and play dumb. The place was in a panic when I got back.”
“So Sabari wove an illusion,” I reasoned. “To make it look like they torched the place and moved on.”
“Something like that,” the orc said, coming to a halt a few feet from us. “She said it might not hold up under close inspection, but anyone riding or flying by would think the whole place was burning to the ground. I told her that the Wyrmguard wouldn’t let it go, not with a whole squad dead, but she said it would be enough to provide cover for everyone to leave and disappear.”
I frowned. “Disappear? You mean everyone’s gone?”
“Like rats scurrying out of a burning house,” Borkesh said. “You didn’t really think people would stick around and wait for the Sovereign to show up and obliterate them, did you? The stalls were cleaned out by the next afternoon. Everyone else was gone by nightfall.”
Bitter regret uncurled within me as I looked at all the silent, empty buildings. Sabari, like most fey, wasn’t the type to settle in any one place for long, but this little oasis of hers had seemed like it might finally be the exception. She’d put a lot of work into it, and so had plenty of other people.
Not that I could blame anyone here for leaving. Borkesh was right—the Wyrmguard wouldn’t forget this, and neither would the dragon they served. 
“If it helps, everyone’s madder at the Vorskai girl than us,” Borkesh said, turning his gaze back to Tyris. “But I see you finally came to your senses and brought her back. We could probably get double the reward at this point.”
“There’s not going to be a reward,” I rasped, still feeling a little sick. 
The orc frowned. “What are you talking about? She’s right there.”
“Where’s Sabari?” I asked, ignoring the comment. “Don’t tell me that she ran off, too.”
Borkesh’s gaze lingered on Sabon Nyr for a moment before it returned to me. “Surprisingly, no. She’s planning to run off to Vimaldis and meet up with Faradah soon, but she decided to wait around for you.”
“Why wouldn’t she?” Tyris asked. “Is she not one of the wives you wished to find?”
“Wives?” Borkesh blurted out. “Raz? Are you serious?”
“Yes. He has several, does he not?”
The orc glanced between us as if he were suddenly convinced that we were illusions. 
“It’s a long story,” I said with a sigh. “You’ll want to sit down.” 
[image: image-placeholder]There was no good way to tell your best friend that you were secretly a dragon. Or the last Sorokar scion. Or the man the Vorskai believed was a messiah destined to lead their people out of their mountain exile and end the Blood Drought. In the end, after leading us into Sabari’s tavern, all I could do was lay it all out on the table like a deck of Plyjak cards and hope for the best. 
“Hmph,” Borkesh grumbled about halfway through my clumsy monologue, the cup of ale he’d poured himself clunking down on the table after he’d taken a pull. “I suppose that makes sense.”
I blinked. “Er…really?”
“Of course not!” he growled. “What are you raving about? Did the Vorskai feed you something that hollowed out your brain?”
I groaned and slumped back in my chair on the other side of the table. The tavern and the entire network of caves were empty, just like he’d said, and the deserted tables and complete lack of background noise made the whole experience that much more disturbing. Siren Falls was an actual ghost town.
Though at least most of the ale barrels and food had been left behind. I could enjoy a drink while trying to explain the impossible. 
“We did not harm him,” Tyris said into the pause. She was sitting to my right, brow creased and arms crossed. “And he is not deceiving you. He is the Fakash Tal’Shira, the Dragon Messiah.”
The orc took a slow gulp from his ale, his eyes lingering on the half-human girl for a solid half minute before he finally swallowed and looked at Sabari. 
“You’ve been quiet,” he grumbled. “You put him up to this somehow, didn’t you? Seems like one of your tricks.”
“This is all news to me, love,” the siren said from the chair next to him, her brown eyes wide. “He must be trying to trick both of us.”
Borkesh snorted. Sabari certainly looked confused, but there was something off about her reaction, something I couldn’t quite put my finger on…
Still, at least she hadn’t exploded in rage when I’d walked into her cave. I was the one who had run off without saying anything, and Tyris was the one the Wyrmguard had chased here. Sabari had every right to be upset. 
But she wasn’t. She’d been happy when I’d walked in the door, sashaying up to me in her flowing olive skirt and midriff-bearing bandeau, then giving me a deep, passionate kiss—the kind she normally reserved for our longest, wettest nights together. She hadn’t acted all that stunned when Tyris had come in with me, either…
“I’m bored of whatever this game is,” Borkesh said, slamming down his empty cup. “Embellishing our latest monster hunt to get a girl into bed is one thing. I can respect that. But this…this is absurd.”
“I know it sounds crazy,” I said, “but—”
“It is crazy,” Borkesh interrupted. “You’re not a dragon. You eat magic. You don’t use it.”
“I used to.”
Wincing, I glanced down at my palm and slowly closed my hand into a fist. As Alamir, I could remember reaching out to the Aether and feeling the warmth of its currents flow through me. But like so many other memories, this one felt…wrong. As if it belonged to someone else. 
“Our theory is that some of the corrupted vatari from that dagger is still in my blood,” I said. “I can’t feel the Aether, and it’s more difficult to reach my dragon blood than it used to be, too. It feels like it’s trapped on the other side of a door I can’t open.”
“Let me get this straight,” Borkesh said, leaning forward. “You’re a prince without a crown, a sorcerer without magic, and a dragon without scales.” He snorted. “Funny, it sounds like the exact same fool who gave me all his gold a few days ago.”
“He is the Dragon Messiah,” Tyris insisted. She finally uncrossed her arms, but only so she could scowl harder at the orc. “He does not need to prove anything to you.”
The orc’s eyes narrowed. “Maybe I have this all backward—maybe you did something to her. Why else would she believe this nonsense?”
“It’s not nonsense,” I said, placing a hand on Tyris arm before she could say anything. “Here…”
Taking a deep breath, I roiled my dragon blood. With Tyris’s energy surging through me, I pushed past the initial rush of pain and gritted my teeth as my bones shifted and the flesh on my hands transformed into black scales. 
“Mak Gorash!” Borkesh swore, his red eyes widening as he bolted to his feet, nearly falling out of his chair in his haste. I stopped before I fully adopted my Wyrmidon form, but he still looked like he was about to draw his ax. 
Sabari gasped, too, though she didn’t bolt upright or leap out of her chair or anything so dramatic. She honestly looked less surprised than…aroused. 
“Happy?” I muttered, cooling my blood and reverting back to my normal form. The pain lingered for a few seconds, but I ignored it. 
“How…?” Borkesh rasped before he looked at Sabari. “This is definitely an illusion. Some new trick to fool the dull-witted orc?”
“I’m not doing anything, love,” Sabari said, shaking her head. “He really is a Wyrm Lord.”
“That’s not possible,” the orc insisted, returning to me. He sounded more rattled than I’d ever heard him. “It can’t be. How could you have forgotten something like that?”
“I don’t know,” I admitted, rubbing my tingling forearm. “But I shouldn’t have survived in the first place. Frankly, I’m still not sure how I did.”
I drew in a slow, centering breath and closed my eyes for a moment. I could remember everything about Alamir’s life just fine, but the events directly after Krynn’s betrayal remained hazy. 
“What happened when your people found me?” I asked. “You’ve always been a little light on the details.”
Borkesh was still staring at my hand, as if he were trying to see through an illusion like the one outside. “Because there’s not much to tell,” he said, slowly returning to his chair. “The scouting party was picking over the battlefield. They found you—a dead drow—with fancy swords and took them.”
“You picked over our fallen?” Tyris asked. “Like vultures?”
“They didn’t seem like they’d get much use out of their equipment, what with them all being dead,” Borkesh replied tartly. “Not that there was much left of value anyway. The dragon incinerated everything. And your people didn’t have anything as valuable as a pair of fine moonsilver blades and a vatari crystal amulet.”
I frowned over my shoulder at my double scabbard resting on the empty table behind us. “You didn’t find it odd that my weapons were completely intact?”
“Not really. You were a naked elf with a gushing stab wound in the chest. All of it was weird. Everyone assumed you were one of the dragon’s guards or something, and that one of the humans had gotten lucky and taken you out before they got roasted. We wouldn’t have paid you any attention until we realized you were still alive.”
I grimaced. “Having watched some other orc scavengers, I’m surprised they didn’t slit my throat.”
“I thought about it,” Borkesh admitted. “Probably would have, too, but Mokka thought you were worth taking a second look at. She said your scar was unlike anything the crones had ever seen, and she figured the others would want to study it.”
The orc shrugged. “You woke up a day later, and once it was clear you weren’t going to try to kill us, we took pity on you.” 
“And people say orcs aren’t merciful,” Sabari whispered wryly. 
The other man stared at his empty cup, then poured himself some more ale from the nearby pitcher and took a gulp.
“To be honest, I always assumed there was more to you than we thought,” Borkesh said. “With that strange skin of yours, I figured you must be some half-breed accident one of the Houses wanted to forget.”
“But you never tried to figure it out?” I asked. 
“Why would I? Why would any of us?”
“I don’t know, morbid curiosity?”
“This might be difficult for you to believe, but you aren’t—and never were—the center of attention for the clan,” Borkesh said. “Maybe you really are a lost prince. No one else would be so arrogant as to assume everyone you meet cares who you are or what you think.”
I grunted, then chuckled softly. It was a fair point, delivered with all the tact I’d come to expect from my partner. 
A partner in one life, I corrected myself. Would I have considered him an enemy in the other?
“The Black Prince of Tel Kithas,” Sabari whispered, a faint but increasingly impish smile growing on her lips. She leaned across the table and put her hand atop mine. “Does that make me your princess?”
Borkesh snorted. “More like his concubine.”
“Ooo, that sounds even better,” she purred, leaning forward and giving me an eyeful of her bountiful cleavage. A heartbeat later, I felt her foot rubbing against my leg beneath the table. “Do I still get my own room in the palace?”
Tyris made a disgusted sound. “You should promise her nothing. From what you’ve told me, she is not loyal enough to be a member of your harem.”
Sabari laughed, her dark eyes shifting to the other woman. “She’s a gem, isn’t she, Raz? Almost makes me want to forgive her for leading the Wyrmguard here.” The siren paused for a split second, then shrugged. “In fact, I think I will! All is forgiven.”
“Just like that?” I asked.
“Why not? It’s just a cave, love.”
Borkesh scoffed derisively. “What about all the stuff?”
“I can always steal more.”
I snickered despite myself. Of course Sabari of all people wouldn’t hold a grudge. We’d quarreled plenty of times over the years, but it had never stopped her from crawling into my bed afterward. Being a little angry with each other often made things more entertaining.
“I’m either too drunk for this, or not enough,” Borkesh muttered, looking back at me. “But let’s assume for a minute I’m actually sober and all of this is real. What are you planning to do now? Run back to Tel Kithas and demand they return your throne?”
“Unfortunately, it won’t be that easy,” I said. “Krynn’s had five years to make political alliances. I’m not sure I have a single friend left in the city.”
“Maybe that’s for the best. Because there’s no way I’m going to start calling you ‘prince’ or ‘lord’ or anything else, so you can put that out of your mind right now.”
I smiled. “I suppose I can let that slide.”
“How gracious of you,” the orc grumbled as he took another drink. “But seriously, what is your plan?”
“First, I’m going to head to Lenya Valley,” I said. “Even if Sariss isn’t there, her family will hopefully know where she is. And if I’m lucky, they might know where Lathriel is, too. After that…”
I took a deep breath. “It will depend on what we learn, but I expect we’ll head to Sethuil.”
“To finally collect the bounty on her?” Borkesh asked, jerking his chin toward Tyris.
The look she gave him dared him to try. 
“To meet the woman who hired us,” I said, my stomach churning again when I remembered Karethys sitting across the table from me at the Bloated Ogre. “And get some information.”
“Mm,” Borkesh murmured, his eyes lowering briefly to the scarred, weathered tabletop in thought. “Let’s hope the city hasn’t been burned to the ground by then.”
“We can head underground through Olath Shulk,” I said. “Our contacts there can tell us everything that’s going on.”
“What is this place?” Tyris asked with a frown. “I have heard the name.”
“It’s a dark elf city beneath the Virshale Peaks,” I explained. “As well as a massive trade and smuggling hub. Not the safest place in the province, but Borkesh and I have been there plenty of times.”
The orc groused under his breath as leaned back in his chair. “None of this sounds like we’re going to get paid.”
“He’s a dragon prince, love,” Sabari said, laying a hand on the man’s green bicep. “You’ll never have to worry about coin again.”
“Really,” Borkesh said. “Then why didn’t he lead with that?”
I sighed and glanced between Tyris and Sabari, eventually stopping on the siren. “I need to talk to him alone for a few minutes. Could you maybe show Tyris one of the rooms?”
“Of course,” Sabari said, bouncing to her feet as if nothing strange were happening. “Come on, love, let’s give the boys a minute to talk about their feelings.”
Tyris shot me a questioning look. Given how averse she was to leave my side most of the time, I wondered if she might protest. Thankfully, though, she just nodded and allowed Sabari to escort her out of the tavern to an adjacent cave.
“All right,” Borkesh said, setting down his mug. “So, are you going to tell me what’s really gone on or what?”
I smiled tiredly. “Look, I know this is a lot to take in, and you probably don’t believe half of it.”
“One tenth at best.”
“I honestly don’t know how I’d react if I were in your place.”
“Wouldn’t matter,” Borkesh said. “Because if I could turn into a dragon and get myself a harem of wives, I’d be gone in a heartbeat.”
“I bet you would,” I said with a dark chuckle. I finally reached out for my own mug, untouched for probably half an hour, and took a swig of the bitter ale. “Anyway, the point is that I know this isn’t what you signed up for. I have to do this, but you don’t. If you want out…”
“Why in Kalhabek’s balls would you think I’d want out?” 
I paused. “You’ve never been fond of charity work before.”
“And I don’t plan on starting now,” Borkesh retorted. “But Sabari’s right. There’s a whole treasury in Tel Kithas with your name on it.”
I held his gaze for a long moment, then laughed. 
“I am still curious about the girl,” Borkesh said, gesturing to the seat Tyris had vacated. 
“What about her?”
“This whole mess started because the Empire and the Sovereign believe she’s a dragon. Is it true?”
I glanced back at the doorway. “She’s a powerful sorceress and a skilled warrior.”
“That isn’t what I asked.”
“She’s also the blood heir of the last Vermillion dragon,” I added. “I’d say it’s pretty likely she has the gift.”
“But you don’t know for certain?” Borkesh pressed. “She hasn’t grown scales or sprouted wings for you?”
I shook my head. “No. But that doesn’t necessarily mean anything. It’s not like the Vorskai have tutors to instruct her on the use of her powers. Shapeshifting doesn’t come naturally to everyone, even most dragons.”
He finished his drink with a loud swish, then belched. “I admit, it’s funny to imagine the Empire wasting all this time chasing a girl who doesn’t have the gift.”
It wasn’t funny at all, actually, though it probably would have been to Raz. 
“If Sariss is still in Lenya Valley like I hope, she can perform a proper blood reading,” I said. “Then we’ll know for certain.”
Borkesh raised a black eyebrow. “You can’t do it yourself?”
“Last I checked, I’m not a blood priestess.”
“Last I checked, you weren’t a fucking dragon,” the orc countered. “You’ll forgive me if I can’t keep up with your amazing abilities.”
I grinned. I’d come here with absolutely no idea how this would play out, and I had to say that Borkesh was taking it as well as anyone possibly could have. 
“Whatever meager sorcery I had was stolen by this,” I said, touching my shirt above the scar. “And the Vaz Gorati don’t go around teaching people their techniques, either. But given the fact I can feel the power inside her when I touch her, it has to mean something.”
“Touch her?” he asked. “How?”
“It doesn’t matter, even a brush of the skin does the trick,” I said. “I’ve never felt anything like it.”
Borkesh eyed me for another few seconds. “So, what, you hold her hand and you can charge up like with your crystal?”
“More or less.” 
“Seems convenient.” He waited until I shrugged and took a sip. “So what happens to your cock when you fuck her?”
It was a damn miracle I didn’t spray my drink in his face. I caught myself at the last second and half choked instead. 
“You’ve been with her for two days,” Borkesh added unrepentantly. “Have you ever known a female that long and not fucked her?”
“We’re not having this conversation,” I said. 
“She’s reasonably attractive for a paleskin,” the orc went on. “And you know how I feel about redheads. If we aren’t going to turn her in, I should at least know whether or not she’s available.”
“Definitely not.”
“Figures,” he grumbled. “And you have all these other wives, right? Let me guess, they’re all pretty, too, aren’t they?”
“Yes,” I said. “And they aren’t available, either.”
Borkesh shook his head. “I’ll never understand how one man can be so lucky.”
“Not always. I did get stabbed and thrown off a mountain, if you recall.”
“Yes, but that’s because you were an idiot who made a mistake. What I don’t understand is why every female we meet is so eager to crawl underneath you.”
“Rugged good looks?”
“They haven’t helped me one bit,” the orc deadpanned. “I was asking about you.”
I laughed. Hard. 
“We should probably get some rest,” I said once we had both finished another mug. “It’s a two-day ride to Lenya Valley.”
“Right,” he said, licking his tusks. “I suppose the change of scenery will be nice. It’s been a long time since we were out that way.”
“A very long time,” I said. “Her family lives in Halondel. We only ever passed through it once.”
Borkesh shrugged his oversized shoulders. “Hopefully they don’t mind orcs and Vorskai.”
“It’s the trading hub for that whole area; we should be fine.”
He grunted noncommittally. “And you’re absolutely sure that the redhead’s not available?”
Grinning, I set down my mug and stood. “I’ll see you in the morning.”




Interlude

The Inspection


The Reach had always been a problem.  
Founded only three thousand years ago, long after the other major settlements in the province, the city of Vimaldis had been an early attempt to circumvent the power of Selod Maril. House Dorhir had invested heavily in mining operations after the discovery of vatari deep within the mountains, but the supply had only lasted a meager five centuries. Afterward, the enormous dustborn population which had been brought in and bred to mine the crystals had ended up with nowhere to go. 
After centuries of blood and violence against the natives, House Dorhir had eventually transformed their investment into a more mundane mining enterprise, and until recently, the region had supplied most of the province with raw iron and stone. Valion Sorokar’s fortification edict had initially been a huge boon, since every settlement from Karmirys to Saranthe had needed stone to build walls and defenses. 
Ultimately, Valion had fallen victim to the same short-sightedness as the rest of the foolish Sorokar scions. He had never even considered the logical endpoint of his actions. Sure, the massive demand for raw materials had brought tremendous gold into the Reach, but it had also empowered the vast population of dustborn who once again found themselves needed for their labor. A few decades later, those dustborn finally organized themselves into an active resistance, and a charismatic blacksmith-turned-warlord named Mogra Karn had channeled centuries of frustration to forge an army capable of challenging his Avetharri masters. 
Or rather, the unprepared ones. 
Krynn Mandar scowled as he continued his flight west across the Droughtlands and into the Reach. He hadn’t spent as much time in this part of the province as he’d wanted, and the continued Imperial pressure on the northern and eastern borders had occupied nearly all the attention of his forces this past year. But it was long past time he reminded the people of the Reach that their Sovereign was still watching…and that continuing to oppose him would spell their doom.
The snow-capped mountains of the Virshale Peaks rose up in front of him, but rather than soar over them, he banked north toward Sethuil instead. As much as he wanted to head straight to the rebel stronghold of Nost Darah and obliterate them himself, he knew he couldn’t afford to be that reckless. Karn had amassed a surprising number of sorcerers within his ranks—sorcerers who could conjure barriers strong enough to defend his army from aerial attacks. Krynn’s scouts had also reported that the rebels had a concerningly large supply of moonsilver and adamantine weapons. Not enough to equip the rank-and-file, of course, but enough to arm elite units and make directly attacking their position dangerous, even for a dragon. 
It was all the evidence Krynn needed of continued meddling by the Council of Wyrms. Since the Empire hadn’t been able to defeat his forces at the border—or spur a rebellion inside his own court—they had apparently decided to arm his enemies instead. His forces had done everything they could to secure the sea and skies, but somehow the weapons were getting to the Underborn anyway. It was beyond infuriating. 
But it was going to stop. He might not be able to plug the leak, as it were, but once the Underborn were annihilated, the Empire would have no one left to arm. His control over Abethaal would be complete. 
And then, he mused, the battle against the Empire and its worthless Great Houses can finally begin. 
Krynn let out a commanding roar when he finally approached Sethuil. Nestled atop a wide plateau at the southern edge of the White Mist Mountains, the city had always been one of the most naturally fortified settlements in Abethaal. Shielded by mountains to the north and unscalable cliffs to the south, the only entrance was a long, winding path just wide enough for merchant caravans to travel single file. On busy days before the rebellion, a seemingly endless serpent-like line of carriages and mounts would fill the path from top to bottom.
Now the city didn’t see anywhere near that much traffic. The Underborn had made it virtually impossible to move supplies into the city, which was precisely why Krynn had come here today. The garrison was going to need support…likely the kind that only a dragon could provide.
Leveling out his massive red wings, Krynn took a long, looping approach toward the eastern side of the city. Sethuil’s skyline was nothing like Tel Kithas or Tiralis; there weren’t dozens of great spires thrusting upward into the sky. The sole exception was the Temple of Sanathar, Dragon Apostle of Wind, though even it was surrounded by a score of flat, square-roofed buildings that should have been spires, like the Temple of Dalodir. Krynn had no idea why the city had been built that way, but perhaps the original architects had been cursed with poor taste. 
The only modern element of the city was the great wall built several decades earlier during Valion Sorokar’s reign. The solid stone battlements ensured that even if someone climbed the brutally sheer cliff up to the plateau, they still wouldn’t be able to get inside without moving through the main gate. House Therin, the longtime stewards of the city, remained quite proud that no filthy Droughtlanders could set foot in their territory without permission. 
Krynn landed atop the main aviary with a rumbling crash that echoed off the mountains and across the city. A group of six golden-armored Wyrmguard soldiers moved onto the platform, followed by a green-scaled Wyrmidon male wearing elaborate moonsilver armor with decorative spikey pauldrons that almost looked like horns. 
“The Sovereign honors us with his presence,” Overseer Balren said as he dropped to a knee. Behind him, the Wyrmguard soldiers did the same. 
Krynn allowed the overseer to remain kneeling for a solid ten seconds before he lifted his claw and gave the signal to rise. He wouldn’t have bothered with such a display if Balren were merely another highborn, but his dragon blood—thin though it was—required special attention. Everyone, including him, needed to understand that even Wyrmidons were mere servants of the true Wyrm Lords.
“Report,” Krynn demanded, his voice like rolling thunder. 
“Our defensive plans proceed well, my lord,” Balren said. “The walls are fully manned, the new soldiers have been trained, and—”
“And yet more shipments have been stolen,” Krynn interrupted. “Including some of the new materials from Selod Maril.”
The man’s green cheeks twitched. “Yes, my lord. My men are pursuing several potential leads right now.”
“I don’t want them to pursue leads—I want them to solve the problem. You have been charged with securing the surrounding lands, yet they remain as dangerous as ever.”
“With all due respect, my lord, our forces are spread too thin. We can’t possibly defend the city, the fields, and the road to the Droughtlands without more men.”
Krynn took a menacing step forward. Balren was tough, there was no denying that. He wasn’t cowering beneath the gaze of his Sovereign or trying to foist the blame off on his subordinates. He wasn’t concocting wild excuses for his failures, either—he legitimately didn’t have enough soldiers.
But that didn’t mean Krynn could simply let him off the hook. Everyone in Sethuil, not merely Balren, needed to understand that failure had a price.
“You have everything you require to secure victory,” he said, his voice smoldering dangerously. “Unless you wish to tell me that a gaggle of dustborn peasants are capable of outmaneuvering a Wyrmidon commander?”
“No, my lord,” Balren replied. “Of course not.”
“Good.” 
Krynn paused for a moment, then ignited his dragon blood and transformed himself into his own Wyrmidon form. His glamour stone automatically conjured a projection of elaborate golden armor over his new frame. 
“Walk with me,” Krynn said, voice only slightly softer in his hybrid form. Balren joined him as they descended the aviary steps, and the Wyrmguard soldiers fell into formation behind them. 
“How many of the new weapons have been completed?” Krynn asked. 
“Not enough, I’m afraid,” Balren said gravely. “Only six so far, with perhaps two or three more by the end of the week. Not nearly enough to stand against an army of ten thousand dustborn.”
Krynn growled deep in the back of his throat. He already knew all of this; his House Mandar operatives had been keeping a close eye on Sethuil’s progress. But it was still a useful test to see whether or not Balren would try to lie to him. The last thing he could afford now was duplicity…or treachery.
“You still anticipate an attack soon?” he asked. 
“Yes, my lord,” Balren said. “Our scouts report that the Underborn are preparing to leave Nost Darah. Their divisions in the hills have begun to coalesce, as have their wyvern riders. I would not be surprised if they attack within the next four or five days.”
“It’s like they’re eager to die,” Krynn mused as they turned a corner and began heading toward the city’s main market square. The city guards had cleared a path for them. Here and there, a citizen was visible at a window, peeking out from behind colorful curtains to catch a glimpse of their Sovereign in all his scaled glory.
“They don’t have enough food or supplies to sustain themselves much longer,” Balren said. “And my spies report that Karn is starting to face opposition within his own ranks. Some of his officers believe they can improve their standing with the troops by pushing for an early offensive. Others may realize that sacrificing some of their forces will make it easier to feed the rest. Either way, they’re coming.”
Krynn nodded. “Ten thousand dustborn laborers with dull weapons and patchwork armor. To think that such a rabble could take Vimaldis…”
“They had the element of surprise on their side, my lord,” Balren said. “Plus more sorcerers than anyone realized. And to be blunt, House Dorhir has grown fat and lazy. House Therin will not repeat their mistake.”
“I certainly hope not.” Krynn came to an abrupt halt in the middle of the street and turned to look the other man in the eye. “We’re scrapping your unfinished golems and moving those materials to the border garrisons where they’ll be more useful. You’ll have to make do with the ones you have.”
Balren blinked. “My lord?”
“You’ll deploy your remaining golems in key positions throughout the city,” Krynn went on. “They might not be able to take on an army by themselves, but they’ll pose a significant obstacle if and when the Underborn break through the walls.”
“I…see,” the overseer managed. 
“Do you have a problem with this suggestion, Overseer?”
“N-no, my lord,” Balren said. “I am simply concerned about our ability to hold the city against such numbers, especially with the magic they displayed during the siege of Vimaldis.”
“Oh, you won’t be able to hold. Not on your own. That’s why I will be helping you defend the city personally.”
Balren didn’t quite gasp, but he definitely stirred inside his armor. “Is that not dangerous, my lord?”
“It is necessary,” Krynn said. “If Abethaal is going to stand on its own, we need to prove our strength to the rest of the Empire. This dustborn rebellion must be quashed quickly and efficiently.”
“Yes, my lord,” Balren said, not quite able to hide the relief in his draconic voice. “I shall inform the men that their Sovereign will be fighting alongside them.”
Krynn nodded. “Do so. And inform them that once they are victorious, we shall advance to reclaim Vimaldis next.”
Balren’s draconic jaw stretched into a toothy smile. “I look forward to it.”
“As do I,” Krynn said. “Now…you were going to show me your city and the rest of its defenses?”
“Yes, my lord. This way…”




5
Secrets of the Siren


After grabbing a bottle of wine and a bowl of apricots from the tavern, I headed off toward Sabari’s room. The emptiness of the normally bustling caves and passages was as eerie as the abandoned village outside, possibly even more so given how loud it usually was in here. No raucous cheers from the tavern, no sweet giggles from the bath girls in the pools, no sonorous siren songs echoing out from Sabari’s stage… 
I was going to miss this place, there was no doubt about it. Though it wasn’t as if I planned to have much leisure time in the near future, and the Black Prince probably shouldn’t be spending much time in salacious Droughtlands establishments anyway. Abandoning the Falls felt like making a clean break with my life.
Or rather, one of my lives.
Grimacing at the thought, I entered Sabari’s quarters. They were so lavish they barely even seemed like a cave. She had accumulated a collection worthy of an Avetharri aristocrat, from the oversized bed and wardrobe to the elaborately crafted ironwood furniture and expensive paintings. Most of it was stolen, of course, which would probably make it easier for her to leave it all behind. 
Setting down the fruit and wine, I made my way over to the dresser on the opposite wall. Opening the bottom drawer, I pulled out some of the clothes I’d left behind. They weren’t anything special, just a few outfits she’d almost certainly stolen for me, but at least they were real. Sliding into a real pair of trousers felt surprisingly good. 
I was about to leave and go check on Tyris when I caught a flicker of movement in the doorway. Sabari appeared out of nowhere. Between her bare feet and light gait, she made no sound whatsoever. 
“I see you found your clothes,” she said, snickering. “I wondered if you’d forgotten about them.”
“I’m more about remembering things than forgetting them these days,” I replied dryly. “Strange how nice it feels to wear something real again.”
Sabari sauntered forward in that playful way of hers that made her skirt swish around her thighs. The ruby on the golden ring that pierced her navel glittered in the dim light of the glowstones. “Personally, I’m a little disappointed. Much more fun to have you naked all the time.”
I snorted. I hadn’t really thought about it in the tavern, but her fey gifts meant she could see through illusions without even trying. So in other words, I’d effectively been nude since the moment I showed up here. 
Thankfully, I wasn’t self-conscious about such things, certainly not with her. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t seen—and thoroughly enjoyed—everything I had to offer before. 
“Is Tyris settled?” I asked. 
“Yes. She thought she might clean up in the pools while she waited for you.” Sabari’s grin turned seductive as she drew close. “I thought about telling her she’d be sleeping alone tonight. After everything that’s happened, you owe me some private time.”
“Is that so?” I asked as she slipped her arms around my waist and pulled our bodies close. Looking down, I was greeted by the wondrous sight of her tan cleavage. “I thought you said you’d forgiven us for what happened?”
“Not quite yet,” she hummed. “You did run out on me, love.”
“I am sorry about that. None of this was planned.”
“Mm.” She gave me a mock angry look. “You made such a mess of me that night. The least you could have done is fuck me one more time before you left.”
I grinned, almost wishing I hadn’t thrown on these trousers after all. Without them, my cock would have been hard against her flat belly. 
“You’re right, I should have,” I said, bringing my lips to brush hers. “I’ll remember that next time.”
“You can remember it right now,” Sabari cooed. She stretched up her toes and gave me a kiss, her tongue effortlessly slipping through my lips to dance with mine. My hands slid down her sides below her dark green bandeau. She may not have had Tyris’s muscle tone, but her eternally youthful skin was supernaturally soft. She also happened to be the best kisser I’d ever known…a skill that thankfully translated to all other activities involving her lips and tongue. 
Sabari pulled away when she felt my manhood swelling against her, and she got the devilish glimmer in her brown eyes that told me I was seconds away from being inside her mouth—and with her immense skill, probably less than a minute away from filling it to the brim. But before she could drop to her knees and open my trousers, I took hold of her wrists and held her upright. 
“I need to ask you something,” I said. 
“Better hurry,” she purred, her tongue sliding playfully across her red lips. “My mouth will be too full to answer soon.”
“You didn’t say much back there with the others,” I went on, trying to ignore the sudden intense throbbing from my nether region. “I wanted to hear your reaction to the news.”
“News?” she asked innocently, a single thin, meticulously groomed eyebrow arching. 
“You know, that Rasmus the Slayer is actually a Wyrm Lord?”
“Oh, that,“ Sabari said with a giggle. “It’s exciting!”
“And?”
“And…I suppose it’s a little disappointing, too. I’ve always dreamt about fucking a dragon, but it turns out I already have. One less thing to look forward to.” 
I held her arms fast when she once again tried to sink to her knees. 
“You knew, didn’t you?” I asked, my tone sober. “You always have.”
Her brown eyes widened for a fraction of a second, far too quickly for most people to have noticed. But I knew all her tricks, and the reaction confirmed my suspicions. 
“How could I have possibly known?” Sabari asked. “And why wouldn’t I have told you if I did?”
“Both excellent questions,” I said, tightening my grip. “Feel free to answer them whenever you like.”
Sabari scoffed, and for a few heartbeats, I thought she might lie to my face. It would hardly be the first time. She was quite literally deceitful by her very nature. 
But she must have realized I wasn’t in the mood for her tricks, or maybe she was just worried I wouldn’t fuck her if she upset me too much. So instead, she sighed and gave me one of her vast repertoire of cute apologetic pouts. 
“It’s not what you’re thinking, love,” she assured me. “I wasn’t trying to trick you.”
“You lied,” I countered.
“Okay, I was trying to trick you,“ she amended, “but I wasn’t trying to hurt you. Isn’t that what’s important?”
“But how did you know in the first place?”
Sabari shrugged. “We’re both creatures of magic in our way, the same as Faradah. We could…taste it on you.”
“A blood reading?” 
“Oh, nothing that dramatic, love,” she scoffed. “But I still remember that first time you spent for me. You tasted so good…you had us hooked right from the start.”
I pursed my lips and thought back to our first encounter. She and Faradah had hired me to take out several trolls that had been harassing some merchants, but when I’d returned, they hadn’t had the gold they’d promised me. Instead, I’d enjoyed a gloriously messy night with both girls in my tent…only to wake up without my coin pouch in the morning. 
I hadn’t known what they were then, but evidently they’d had me pegged right from the start. And if they’d been able to feel the power in my seed, it explained why they were always so keen to have me spill it all over them every time we met. 
“And you didn’t think it was important to tell me who I really was?” I asked, caught somewhere between incurable frustration and unquenchable lust. 
“We didn’t know who you were, love,“ Sabari insisted. “Just that your essence was powerful and that you probably had a bit of dragon blood.”
“So you didn’t know I was the Black Prince?”
“Of course not!”
I pushed my tongue hard into the back of my teeth and stared into her rich brown eyes. It was difficult to tell for certain, but she may have actually been speaking the truth. 
“You still could have said something,” I grumbled. 
“Why? It didn’t seem important.”
I snorted. “You can’t be serious.”
“But I am, love. You were perfectly content being the man you were. And you didn’t have any channeling abilities, what with your wound and all. Would you have even believed us if we’d told you?”
“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But it still would have been nice to know.”
“I’m sorry if you’re upset,” Sabari purred. “But I promise I’ll make it up to you. We have all night…”
I sighed again and finally released my hold on her wrists. Despite all the fun we’d had together, it remained absolutely infuriating to deal with someone who seemed utterly unable to take anything seriously or dedicate a single thought to the future. It made me want to wring her neck. Or fuck her. Or both at the same time. 
“I really am sorry, love,” she said, voice suddenly lowering with contrition. “But there’s no reason to dwell on it, is there?”
“Probably not. But that doesn’t make it less annoying.”
She reached up to my face to brush aside a lock of white hair. “As long as we’re asking questions, I have one for you.”
“Is that so?” I muttered. 
“Can we invite that girl of yours up here?” she asked, her mischievous self returning in full force. “I can show her everything you like…” She paused as her hand settled atop the fabric over my testicles…and squeezed. “And the few things you don’t.”
I grimaced, but she relaxed her grip and replaced it with her knee, gently grinding it against my shaft. 
“Tempting,” I breathed. “But it might be a little advanced. We…ngn…we did just meet. And she might not be interested in other girls.”
“We both know that’s not possible,“ Sabari said with a chuckle. “But I suppose I don’t mind having you all to myself for one night. Especially since we probably won’t see each other again for a while.”
I frowned. “What do you mean?”
“I can’t come with you, love,” she said. “Not yet, anyway. I’m going to head north and meet up with Faradah. She needs to know what happened here.”
“There’s a good chance we’ll end up heading north, too,” I told her. “And I’m not sure I like the idea of you traveling by yourself.”
Sabari’s fingers reached my belt and finally started working at the buckle. “You of all people should know I can take care of myself.”
“I do, but still…it’s safer to travel together.”
“Maybe so. But when have I ever done anything safe?”
Flashing me her sultriest smile, she dropped to her knees. She had my throbbing stiffness liberated from my trousers in the span of two heartbeats. I inhaled as her scarlet lips kissed my tip.
“A mighty dragon cock,” she cooed breathily, the fingers of one hand tickling the base of my shaft while her other hand began to gently fondle my testicles. “Is there anything more irresistible?”
Giggling, she locked her brown eyes onto mine as she began lathering my shaft with her tongue. It seemed as though she planned to give me the full treatment today rather than coax a meal out of me as fast as possible. Many of the other women I’d been with—especially as Rasmus—preferred a quick finish in order to sate my initial lust, knowing that they could take their time later once I’d already been drained. 
But Sabari was the opposite. When she finished me quickly, it was for her benefit. Her raging fey libido needed to feel my seed on her skin and sliding down her throat. That insatiable cumlust was one of the many, many advantages of having a siren lover. 
“Ooh!” I groaned when she finally took me into her mouth. She drew me deeper with every bob, her fingers pumping the base of my shaft while her tongue played across the tip. And all the while, the suction grew more and more intense. 
Apparently, I’d been mistaken. She did want me to feed her as quickly as possible.
My hand instinctively fell to her smooth chestnut mane, and I pushed at the back of her skull to guide her movements. Not that she needed help—she often knew what I wanted even before I did. 
It would have been so easy to let go and give her what she wanted. She’d gotten me so worked up that I’d surely give her an impressive load, and this might even be one of those nights where she pulled back so I would explode on her face rather than inside her mouth, knowing how much I’d enjoy watching her clean it all up.
But as tempting as it was to turn her sweet face into a glazed pastry, spilling now meant I’d have to recharge before I fucked that tight fey cunt of hers. And that was absolutely out of the question. 
Tugging roughly on her hair, I yanked her off my cock, causing an audible pop when her suction broke. She looked up at me, lips wet and eyes confused, before I grabbed her by the shoulders, hauled her back to her feet, and then shoved her onto the bed. 
She squeaked playfully when she landed on her back, her knees instinctively spreading wide to invite me in. I pushed off my trousers as I moved to the foot of the bed, then crawled up between her legs. Her feet were bare, though she was still wearing her olive skirt and bandeau. I could have torn them both to pieces, but with Sabari, I had a feeling it would be unnecessary. 
Pushing her skirt upward, I confirmed my suspicions: she had removed her panties before coming in here, giving me free, unobstructed access to her hairless fey quim. Her lovely labia had bloomed open to reveal the glistening pink satin within.
“Come on, Raz, give it to me!” Sabari whined. “Give me your dragon cock!”
I had my manhood pushing against her silky folds in no time, though I took a moment to appreciate how thoroughly soaked she was. With her acting ability, Sabari could have convincingly pretended to be aroused whenever she wanted—a skill many women would envy—but she never needed to. Sex with me may have been the one and only thing she was ever completely honest about. 
My hesitation drove her mad. Her hand flashed down to my cock, and her legs clamped around me to try and pull me inside her. I fought against her for several heartbeats, smirking when she looked up at me, her brown eyes as desperate as a puppy. But then, with a single triumphant thrust, I speared inside her. 
“Oh, fu…!” she cried out, eyes rolling back. I’d only penetrated her halfway, and now I eased myself deeper, stretching her open as her velvety flesh spasmed and squeezed. 
Her cunt may not have sent a surge of raw energy through me like Tyris’s, but it was so warm and tight I had to harness all my self-control to keep from bursting. Especially when I felt her body shudder, walls flexing and fluttering, from an early climax. 
“Deeper, love!” she pleaded breathlessly. “Please—oh!—give me—ngn!”
I bottomed out, tip pressing into the spongy cradle of her cervix. Her inner muscles all pulsed as one. 
Her whimpers became incoherent when I rolled back my hips and began thrusting in earnest. She moaned loudly as I angled my hips to catch the sensitive places I knew so well along her front wall. My hands slid up and down her thighs, appreciating the supernatural softness of her flawless fey skin before they drifted up her sides to her bandeau. With a rough push, I shoved the fabric up and over her plump breasts. I gripped them from the sides, rolling my thumbs over her dark nipples, prompting another gasp from her as I gave them a firm pinch. Her breasts became my handholds as I drilled into her, the wet smack of our thighs filling her bedroom.
Sabari’s arms locked around my neck as she thrashed beneath me, pulling our heads together and bringing her mouth to my ear where I could hear her gasps and whimpers more clearly. I had never intended to last all that long during a first bout, though I’d had so much sex with Tyris recently it certainly helped. But even my renewed stamina was no match when her lips opened…
And she began to sing.
“Sana amin sii, melar,“ her magical siren voice crooned an old faeyn melody, the lyrics somehow smooth and unbroken despite the jolts of my hips, despite the rough, rapid invasions of my shaft. “Karna amin lle ten’oio.”
A surge of lust shot through me, nearly driving me to the brink in an instant. Obeying her entreaty to take her harder, harder than she’d ever been taken in her long life, became all that mattered. My hips became a blur, the bed creaking dangerously. 
“Tuupa amin yassen lle ered,“ she went on, then stopped as her teeth bit my earlobe. “Right now!”
I cried out, flying over the edge so quickly I barely had time to heed her demand and pull out before I popped. My cock erupted almost before I could grab hold to aim, spraying a thick load across her smooth belly, covering her ruby navel ring. The second spurt was even more powerful; it arced over her tits to splatter on her chin and lips. Three more salvos followed, decorating her heaving breasts and leaving no part of her torso dry.
Sabari squealed in her own climax, her abdominals clenching as her walls spasmed in vain around nothing. Her eyes fastened shut as she began licking the mess from her fingertips, desperate to sate her cumlust. My cock dangled above her belly, spent and twitching, while I struggled to catch my breath. 
“Faradah’s going to be so mad when I tell her she missed another cleanup,” Sabari breathed, still smiling contentedly. “You’re going to owe her.” 
Snorting, I looked down at the mess I’d made. I’d never had much talent as a painter, but perhaps I’d simply never used the right canvas.
“Don’t worry,” I panted. “I always pay my debts.”
[image: image-placeholder]Leaving the presence of a naked woman was never easy. Leaving the presence of a naked woman when she was covered in your seed and begging for more was even more complicated. Thankfully, I had the option of dragging Sabari along with me to the pools to clean up, and that’s exactly what I did. 
As I sank into the water, I was pleased to learn that her runic enchantment was still keeping the pools warm and comfortable. Without her here to recharge them now and then, the magic would eventually fade. And since no one was going to be left in the Falls after tomorrow, it didn’t seem like much of a problem. 
Sabari cleaned herself with a quick swim around the pool, though it was largely pointless since it ended with her emerging between my legs and swallowing my cock again. She coaxed another load out of me, this one directly on her face and tits, and she didn’t wash off that mess until she’d smeared it around and licked most if it up. 
It’s moments like this, I thought dryly to myself, that make putting up with a chaotic, lying thief worthwhile. 
She eventually flitted off once she’d finished her feast, supposedly to pack, which finally gave me a few precious moments alone to think. About her, about Borkesh, about the insanity of this entire situation…
Mostly, though, I set my thoughts to the task ahead. Lenya Valley—specifically its largest settlement, Halondel—was going to be a long, hot, and complicated ride over a lot of rough terrain. Two days was probably a generous estimate. 
Two more days not knowing if Sariss is even there, I thought. Two more days in which Krynn’s thugs could arrest her…or worse. 
I tried to stay sane with the same inner mantra I’d been repeating since Tyris and I had left Dragonfall. Sariss was a Vaz Gorati, and the blood priestesses were the absolutely last people Krynn could afford to cross. Even Sovereigns couldn’t harm Lahara’s servants, not without serious repercussions. The Wyrm Lords needed more than claws and scales and flaming breath to rule the Empire. The Vaz Gorati—and their creed about the divine blood of the Dragon Goddess Lahara—was what ultimately gave us our legitimacy. 
Then again, Krynn had apparently decided to take on the entire Empire himself. If he was willing to challenge the Elder Dragons, what was to stop him from challenging the Vaz Gorati, too?
The thought burned in my gut, and I reminded myself that we didn’t need to ride to Lenya Valley. There was a faster way. 
A much faster way. 
Leaning back against the stones that lined the pool, I looked down at my pale flesh. In dragon form, I could reach Halondel in a couple of hours. All I’d have to do was dodge the Skywatch patrols and land far enough from town that I could approach on foot. Alternatively, I could dispense with all subtlety, land in the city square, and demand the Vaz Gorati point me to my wife. 
I amused myself by trying to imagine how the other priestesses would react, not to mention the guards and the wyvern riders and the people themselves. Would they hail the return of the Black Prince, or would they all run screaming? 
Or, as seemed far more likely, would Krynn already have a legion of soldiers there waiting for me?
None of that even touched on the biggest risk, of course, which was the Mosh’Dalar’s warning about the vatari corruption spreading through my blood more quickly when I transformed. It was only a theory…and one I wasn’t sure anyone had the knowledge to confirm or refute. 
But if someone did, it would be Sariss herself. With her blood magic, she could surely learn things about this corruption that no one else could. Assuming, of course, that she was actually there. 
Two days, I repeated to myself. Two fucking days…
Slamming my fist into the water, I made my decision. The Mosh’Dalar’s warning be damned. 
Tyris was sitting cross-legged on the floor of her room when I rushed in, Sabon Nyr laid out on the table in front of her. My nose twitched at the smell of the strange polish she was wiping over the blade. 
She frowned when I entered, eyes taking in the fact that I was still wet and only half dressed. 
“Is something wrong?” she asked. 
“No, just a change of plans,” I told her. “It’s long past time I took you for a ride.”
[image: image-placeholder]I didn’t waste time explaining to Borkesh or Sabari why I’d suddenly decided to leave in the middle of the night. I didn’t tell them how I planned to travel, either. I just let them know that we were going, and that they should meet Tyris and me outside in a few minutes. 
“You’re certain about this?” Tyris asked once we were standing amid the empty market square in the settlement outside the caves. The Droughtlands air was cool and dry against my illusory outfit, since I’d packed up my real clothes in Tyris’s bag. An orb of flame flickered in her palm, summoned as much for warmth as for light. 
“I’d never forgive myself if I was too late for something important,” I told her. “But frankly, now that I made it back to Borkesh, there’s no reason to wait. We can fly to Halondel in a couple of hours, land outside the city, and be walking in the streets not long after sunrise.”
“If you think it best,” Tyris said. 
I repressed a smile. She obviously didn’t understand, but that was all right. If my experience with other girls as Alamir was any indication, she’d forget all her concerns the instant she was flying for the first time. 
We both turned at the sound of Borkesh trudging out of the caves carrying a bulging sack filled with what I assumed were provisions he’d stolen from the tavern. Sabari walked beside him, her skirt and long hair fluttering in the evening breeze. 
“What the hell is this about?” Borkesh growled. “Is there a good reason we can’t wait until morning?”
“You don’t prefer the dark?” Tyris asked. “The Vorskai believe orcs are nocturnal.” 
“The Vorskai probably believe a lot of stupid things,” he said, giving her a grumpy glare. “Just because we can see in the dark doesn’t mean we like it.”
“Ignore him,” I said. “They are nocturnal. He doesn’t want to admit that traveling with me has changed his perspective on life.”
“Yes, it made me cynical and bitter.” Borkesh looked around. “Where are the thresk? You didn’t get them ready?”
“I’m leaving them with Sabari,” I said, offering her a nod. “She can take them all north with her, probably sell them at the Ogre or one of the villages along the way.”
Borkesh frowned. “Wait…you’re expecting us to walk to Lenya Valley? Do you have any idea how heavy this damn thing is?”
Tyris glanced at me. “I did not expect an orc to complain this much about physical exertion.”
“Listen here, girl,” Borkesh said, red eyes narrowing. “Just because you’re his newest—“
“You won’t need to carry anything,” I interrupted. “We’re not going to walk—we’re going to fly.”
My partner blinked several times before he found his voice. “What?”
“You heard me,” I said, flashing him a wry grin. This little gambit was going to be completely worth it just to see the look on his face. “We’ll be there in no time, and you won’t need to carry anything.”
Borkesh grumbled a barely intelligible curse, though I was reasonably sure I heard something disparaging about my mother. “You’re mad.”
“No,” I said, reaching out and touching Tyris’s arm. “I’m a dragon.”
Taking a deep breath, I ignited my blood. A fresh spike of pain lanced through me, but Tyris’s energy washed it away before it could overwhelm me. I let out a bestial roar as my bones began to grow and snap into their new form.
I had only just started sprouting wings when I heard Borkesh let out another orcish curse. This one I understood fine, and he left my mother out of it. 
I blinked as my vision blurred, then refocused with my new eyes. I swiveled my now-massive dragon head back to face him. “If you want to run off screaming, this is the time,” I said. “There’s no one else here to see it.”
He had already dropped the sack of supplies, and from the sheer size of his gaping red eyes—so huge I could see the glow of my scar reflected in them—I was a little surprised he didn’t soil himself, too. 
Sabari handled the transformation with far more grace and aplomb. Her dark eyes were fixed wide, but she looked positively giddy. 
“Oh, Raz!” she breathed. “You’re so…big!”
She smiled and clapped her hands together, then bit down on her lip as if to suppress a sudden burst of arousal. I almost didn’t want to know what was running through her chaotic mind. 
“We don’t have a saddle, unfortunately,” I said, my draconic voice reverberating among the abandoned buildings. “You’ll have to hang on the old-fashioned way.”
Borkesh’s skin went from green to nearly white. “I’ll…what?”
“Don’t worry, it’s not as terrifying as it looks. I wasn’t planning on taking you through the Razorback Maw. We need to stay low, anyway. The Skywatch wyverns will be watching Halondel, and we’ll be harder to spot if we’re coasting near the ground. We’ll just have to avoid soaring over any villages.”
The orc shook his head. “Have you lost your fucking mind?”
“I did, in a way,” I said with an oversized shrug. “But now I have it back, and it’s time to have a little fun.”
“This is madness,” Borkesh breathed, turning to Sabari. “Absolute madness.”
“It’s wonderful,” the siren said, eyes still smoldering with excitement. “Just imagine the possibilities!”
Borkesh groaned. “I should have known you’d barely be able to keep your skirt on. Kalhabek’s teeth, I’m going back inside to get drunk.”
“It will be fine, I promise,” I assured him. “We’ll get there in a few hours, find Sariss, then get the hell out again.”
He swallowed visibly, and his skin mostly returned to its normal color. “Let me get this straight,” he said, voice still strained. “We’re going to fly a few hundred miles in the middle of the night, all to find yet another female to fawn over you?”
“Yes.”
His cheek twitched. “What am I getting out of this again? Besides falling off and getting turned into a bloody stain on the road?”
“The satisfaction of helping your best friend,” I said. 
“You’ll have to do a lot better than that.”
I sighed. “We’d appreciate your help, but you don’t have to come. You could travel north with Sabari and meet up with us later.”
Borkesh glanced at the siren. Sabari was still eyeing me with wonder, tongue rolling seductively across her lips as if it was taking all her willpower not to slide beneath me and demand I take her as a dragon. 
“I’ll pass, thanks,” he grumbled as he rolled his eyes in disgust. “Maybe I’ll just stay here until the ale runs out. Are you sure none of the bath girls stuck around?”
“We need your help,” Tyris spoke up. “The Fakash Tal’Shira cannot defeat the Sovereign without the aid of his wives.”
“The fuck-all tal-whatever has enough women as it is, believe me,” Borkesh said sourly. “Everywhere he goes, there’s another one. Like you!”
“I am destined to become his wife,” she said matter-of-factly. “And to bear him dragon children that will end the Blood Drought.”
The orc groaned so loudly he almost fell over. “Where in the bloody void do you find all of them?”
“Will your people not benefit from the Sovereign’s destruction?” Tyris pressed. “The orcs have suffered greatly under the rule of the dragons.”
“My people are doing fine,” Borkesh insisted, shooting her a glare. “Don’t you dare try to manipulate me, girl.”
“It’s all right,” I said. “Really. If you head back to the Ashreavers up north, we can meet up with you later.” 
I paused for a moment, then craned my scaly neck to get my head a bit closer to him. 
“I’m sure you can explain to Mokka that you had good reasons for not taking the opportunity to ride a dragon,” I said innocently. “In my experience, orc women are more impressed by males who demonstrate pragmatism, prudence, and good judgment, not feats of power and strength.”
“Don’t,” Borkesh warned, his eyes narrowing.
“I’m sure it will work out,” I went on. “Mokka will be happy that you kept yourself safe while your friends took all the risks for—“
“Enough!” the orc growled. “This isn’t fair and you know it.”
“No,” I admitted. “But tell me this: how quickly do you think Mokka and all the other young crones will throw themselves at you when you tell them you rode a dragon and slaughtered the Sovereign’s men at every turn?”
Borkesh’s cheek twitched again. “All right, fine,” he conceded. “But just remember, I get my first pick of treasure when we raid the vaults in Tel Kithas.”
I chuckled despite myself. “Go ahead and climb on. We should get moving.”
Borkesh stayed still, but Tyris didn’t hesitate. The instant I leaned down for her, offering her my wing as something of a ramp, she got a grip on my scales and hoisted herself up onto my back. It was an odd sensation to have someone up there without a saddle, but I felt her shuffle up my long neck until she got a firm grip on my horns. 
“There’s plenty of room for you, too,” I said to Sabari. “If you’ve changed your mind.”
“You’ve no idea how tempting that is, love,” the siren whispered, finally reaching out to touch my face. “But I should really get back to Faradah. She needs to know what happened here.”
I nodded, wondering if that was really why she wanted to head north. With a fey, anything was possible. 
“Then I’ll see you both in Vimaldis,” I told her. “Hopefully sooner rather than later.”
“We’ll be waiting, love,” Sabari said.
I smiled as best I could in dragon form, something Alamir had usually tried to avoid since it tended to look like I was about to eat the recipient. But Sabari didn’t seem to mind, and she continued stroking my scales for a few more seconds before she finally took a step back. 
“All right, you ready?” I asked Borkesh. 
“This is still madness,” the orc murmured. “What the hell am I supposed to hang on to?”
“Anything you can find.”
“You can hold on to me, if it’s easier,” Tyris offered. “I have a firm grip.”
Borkesh instantly took a step forward, as if the promise of sitting behind a redhead had finally convinced him to take the plunge. But then he abruptly stopped and shook his head as if snapping out of a trance. 
“No,” he said. “No, this is still crazy.”
“There is one other solution,” I told him. “Is your ax strapped in tight?”
Borkesh frowned at the massive weapon slung over his back. “Yes. Why?”
“Just making sure.”
Before he could say anything, I reached out and swept him up with my draconic claw, then rushed forward and flapped my wings. It wasn’t the most graceful takeoff I’d ever managed, what with having to run awkwardly on three limbs, but it got the job done. I launched myself up and over the buildings at the edge of the settlement without dropping Borkesh or throwing Tyris from my back. 
The orc’s terrified screams were quickly drowned out by the wind as I gained speed, and I did my best to fly low and straight to give Tyris the opportunity to adjust. Just like I’d expected, it didn’t take long before she was calling out in joy, clearly loving every second of it. And as for Borkesh…
Well, he’d come around eventually. Or scream himself hoarse. 
Either way, at least he’d finally shut up.




Interlude

The Priestess


“Sister Sariss?” 
Sariss gasped and nearly hopped out of her seat. “Mother Jareni?”
The glowstones at the edge of the stairwell were so dim at this late hour that Jareni was little more than a silhouette against the long shadows on the far side of the temple library. It wasn’t until she took several steps forward that her long white hair, ceremonial blue robe, and imperious gray eyes became more than a dark blur. 
“I apologize for startling you, my child,” Jareni said, her firm voice not sounding apologetic in the least. 
“It’s quite all right,” Sariss said, forcing a smile and trying to calm her racing pulse. She wasn’t usually startled so easily, but she’d been so engrossed in her work that she’d completely lost track of the time. “I didn’t realize you were back from Tel Kithas already.”
“I returned about an hour ago. I didn’t expect to find anyone in the library so late.”
“Oh, I won’t be much longer. I just wanted to finish a few notations.”
Jareni came to a halt at the end of the long table, her judgmental gaze scouring the thick tomes Sariss had laid out around her. “Something for the sermon you’re giving to the Tol Morhir monks tomorrow?”
Sariss winced. It was a barb concealed as a question and delivered with the Blood Mother’s cool yet deadly grace.
“No,” Sariss replied. “I’ve already finished.”
“I’m glad to hear that,” Jareni said as she cast her gaze back over her shoulder to the rows upon rows of shelves surrounding them. “The monks don’t travel out here often. We wouldn’t want to disappoint them.”
“I won’t. You needn’t worry.”
Jareni’s eyes slowly returned to the table, a mirthless smile upon her lips. “I hope you appreciate how much faith I’m placing in you, young one. Many of your fellow sisters would happily accept this responsibility in your stead.”
“I understand, Blood Mother,” Sariss replied. “I will not disappoint you.”
“Good.” Jareni’s cold smile lingered for a few heartbeats before she nodded her chin at the books on the table. “So, what are you working on at this hour, my child?”
This time, Sariss managed to keep her expression calm. Barely.
“A personal project.”
“I see. And does this project have anything to do with Sister Fenwen’s Meditations?”
It was a trap, naturally, and one Sariss had no means to avoid. She hadn’t expected Jareni to come up here; the Blood Mother wasn’t even supposed to be in town for several more days. She had entrusted Sariss to give tomorrow’s sermon precisely because she wouldn’t be here herself. 
But now…
“It does, yes,” Sariss admitted. “One of the acolytes discovered another volume of the Meditations within the temple in Tiralis.”
“I thought you had given up on this…theory,” Jareni said, her voice souring. Her hands, covered in claw-tipped silver gloves resembling those of a dragon, folded neatly in front of her. “Especially after your most recent failure.”
“The ritual didn’t fail!” Sariss insisted. “I simply lacked the knowledge to complete the final steps.”
Jareni’s eyes returned to the open books. “And you believe you possess it now?”
“I will soon. I only need a little more time to study Fenwen’s notes.”
“Fenwen died two thousand years ago,” the Blood Mother said bluntly. “Long before your family settled in the valley. And well before the Drought.”
“I am aware of that,” Sariss replied, trying not to lose her patience. “But that doesn’t mean her discoveries are invalid. She was branded in the traditional manner, as I was. Yet even after her dragon’s death, her magic allowed her to—”
“Enough,” Jareni said, her voice calm but forceful. “This obsession of yours has gone on far too long, my child. It has to stop. Now.”
Sariss clenched her teeth. “With all due respect, Blood Mother, I don’t believe—”
Jareni raised a hand, silencing her. “I warned you to let this go, but you refused to listen to me. I will not repeat myself again.”
Her gray eyes were as hard as diamonds, and her voice held the chill of an encroaching winter. Any other Imperial citizen would have been terrified by the prospect of upsetting a Vaz Gorati priestess, let alone a full Blood Mother in charge of an entire temple. 
But Sariss wasn’t cowed so easily. Five years ago, she had been the First Wife of the Black Prince. She had been on the verge of becoming the Dragon Priestess of Abethaal. Even the Blood Mothers would have answered directly to her. 
But then Alamir had died. And Sariss’s entire life had been turned upside down…
“Your Reverence, if you would take the time to understand, you would see the potential as I do,” Sariss said, fighting back the sudden wave of frustration. “I can still give birth to a dragon. I just need a little more time.”
Jareni sighed. “I am sorry his seed never blossomed inside you, dear. Truly, I am. I’ve no doubt you would have given us a strong child, perhaps even another dragon. But it’s too late for that now. Prince Alamir is gone, and there is nothing you can do to bring him back.”
“He may be gone, but his seed endures,” Sariss insisted, abandoning her chair to face the other woman. Reaching down to her bare stomach, she placed her fingers atop the Sorokar brand encircling her navel. “It is a part of me forever, branded into my flesh. If Sister Fenwen could use it to impregnate herself, there’s no reason I can’t—”
“Listen to yourself, child!” Jareni said. “You speak madness!”
“I speak truth! With the proper rituals, I can still find a way to—”
“No,” Jareni said firmly. “I never should have humored you. The mourning period is long since over—it’s time for you to let go.” She paused, her eyes lowering to the brand. “And cover up.”
“Never!” Sariss growled back. “I am a dragon wife.”
“You are a dragon widow. And it’s time you started acting like one.”
Reaching down to the table, she grabbed one of Sariss’s books and slammed it shut. She kept her gloved hand pressed atop the cover as if daring her priestess to make a move for it. 
“What happened to you was a tragedy,” Jareni said. “But you are still young and fertile. It would be a crime against the Goddess to let you lie fallow any longer. You could still serve the blood through another. Not as First Wife, perhaps, but as a part of another a dragon’s harem.”
“What?” Sariss stammered, icy fingers clawing at her neck.
“The Sovereign plans to reach out to Garsúl and Ivallis soon, hoping they will aid him in his efforts against the rest of the Empire,” Jareni said. “Both provinces have young dragons with relatively small harems.”
“You can’t be serious. The Sovereign is driving the Empire to civil war!”
“He is a dragon—his blood is divine, and it is our duty to serve him.” Jareni gave her a long, stern stare, then finally removed her hand from atop the book. “As you know, the Sisterhood typically avoids getting directly involved in political matters, but this presents us with a rare opportunity we cannot afford to let pass.”
Smiling, Jareni stepped closer and placed her cold gauntlet on Sariss’s cheek. “You, my child, are far more qualified than any sisters in the local temples. You would make a fine addition to any harem.”
A cold fist of dread closed around Sariss’s throat. “Mother, please, I-I don’t wish to leave the temple,” she managed. “And I don’t wish to—”
“You are a servant of the Goddess and her divine blood,” Jareni said sternly. “Your body—and womb—are instruments of Lahara’s will. Never forget this, child.”
Sariss stared back into the other woman’s eyes, her hands trembling. She had no intention of leaving Halondel, and she would rather die than join another dragon’s harem. Surely the Mother realized this…
“Still, you have some time to decide,” Jareni said, dragging her claws across Sariss’s cheek before leaning away. “And we should focus on the duties in front of us. The monks are anticipating your sermon tomorrow. You should get some rest.”
The unspoken threat lingered in the air like a black cloud. 
“I understand,” Sariss said. “I will return to my chambers.”
“Good,” Jareni replied. “Don’t worry about the mess, dear. I’ll have one of the acolytes put these books away in the morning.”
With a final cold smile, the Blood Mother turned and left through the shadows. Sariss sat there in silence, tears welling in her eyes. She was so close to an answer…
Gritting her teeth, she turned back to one of the open books on the table. The truth was that the Vaz Gorati had buried Fenwen’s story, not because they didn’t believe it, but because of the rumors that she hadn’t invoked her miraculous pregnancy on her own. The lorekeepers believed she had ultimately reached out to one of the Old Gods for a blessing. 
Illisaya the Eternal Lady, the ancient goddess of fertility and life. 
The very name sent a shiver down Sariss’s spine, as did the illustration of the ancient symbol in the book in front of her. It began as a blood-red teardrop, cupped by a sharp, cradle-like shape that spiked in two directions: upward to the right, and straight downward. Two thin, elegant yet somehow wicked-looking arcs sprouted from either side of the teardrop, encircling an empty space above it. One arc reached slightly higher than the other. Both had a red dot at their tip, the lower larger than the upper.
Sariss had spent most of her life learning about the evils and darkness of the Old Gods. They were ruthless tyrants who had dominated the entire world before Lahara and Solterys had defeated and imprisoned them. Their only trace of power now resided in twisted cults like the Sarodihm.
And yet, one of those cults was willing to help her even while the Vaz Gorati would not. 
Taking a deep breath, Sariss reached out and placed her finger atop the symbol. Her correspondences with the Eternal Priestesses had been short and limited, and she hadn’t told them precisely who she was. But they had been quite clear about their willingness and ability to help her perform the same ritual as Fenwen two thousand years ago. 
The Blood Mother wasn’t wrong—this all seemed like madness. What could a cult of a dead god possibly offer a sorceress like Sariss? She had the Aether in her veins, and her blood magic grew in power every year. 
And yet, she thought darkly, my womb lies fallow. I’m a wife without a husband. A priestess without a dragon. 
Sariss closed her eyes even as tears began to fall. At first, she hadn’t been able to understand why a servant of the Old Gods would be willing to help a highborn priestess conceive, especially if it helped her give birth to one of their archenemies. But her research had uncovered more than Sister Fenwen’s Meditations. She had learned about vast differences between the cults that made up the Sarodihm. Most sought the return of their god at any cost, but some were more…practical. They wanted to honor their deity rather than seek vengeance on her behalf. For the Eternal Lady, that meant fostering life and helping women conceive. 
It was the only explanation Sariss could imagine for why they would have aided Sister Fenwen all those years ago. Her dragon son had gone on to sire dozens upon dozens more dragons through the generations. The Sarodihm the Vaz Gorati had taught her about never would have done such a thing. 
Swallowing heavily, she slid her fingers down to her belly again, then slowly traced her brand, concentrating as she’d learned. She would never cover up, nor would she abandon her research. A piece of Alamir was still here inside her…all she needed to do was figure out how to unlock its power. 
“And I will,” she whispered as the brand suddenly began to glow. “One way or another.”




6
Lenya Valley


Borkesh had finally stopped screaming when I landed on a flat stretch of rocky Droughtlands terrain perhaps twenty minutes later. He only retched once afterward, too, though he did lose his balance and fall over a few times before the vertigo passed. His threats continued quite a bit longer, especially when I offered to carry him in my teeth rather than my claws if it would make him feel more comfortable.  
Ultimately, Tyris was the one who convinced him to hop on my back and fly the regular way. After hearing her repeatedly express her surprise at how fragile orcs were compared to her expectations, Borkesh finally mustered the will to crawl onto my back behind her. He may have been the least orc-like orc I’d ever met, but his warrior pride still couldn’t handle the fact that a mere human girl could do something he could not. 
Once the two of them had settled, the actual flight began. I ascended up and over the half-mile-tall ridge separating the Droughtlands from the Highlands as gradually as I could, then continued hard to the west as the terrain below us transformed from arid wasteland to fertile plains. I kept us as low as I reasonably could without clipping the tops of any trees, and my darkvision helped me stay over the fields and grasslands without soaring directly over too many farmsteads. 
My scar posed a unique problem. The glow it created made me far more visible, negating the advantage of my black scales on a night flight such as this. I was left to hope that any witnesses would focus on the light and miss the shape it belonged to. Or that the strangeness of what they’d seen would make them hesitate before reporting it.
Flying so low reminded me of my races with Lathriel through the Razormaw Canyon. The memories were pleasant…right up until I thought about how I didn’t know where she was. Or if she was still alive. 
Thankfully, the effort of steady terrain flight consumed most of my concentration, and whenever my thoughts began to drift, I yanked them back to the present by reminding myself that tonight was about finding Sariss. If everything went as planned, I might be holding her in my arms again in a few short hours…
My First Wife. My Dragon Priestess. 
Thanks to my darkvision, the view of the lush forests and grasslands below us was breathtaking. As Alamir the Black Prince, I had flown over every fertile valley in Abethaal, from the peaceful Vale of Shelioth to the splendorous hills of Imon Hith to the rugged, rocky crags of the Reach. They all possessed their own unique beauty and charm, but none were as serene as Lenya Valley. 
I could feel the simple farmland tranquility in the air. This entire region of Abethaal was practically lost in time, as if nothing ever truly changed no matter the politics of the day or the priorities of the Wyrm Lord sitting on the throne of Tel Kithas. Sariss’s obsession with tradition was no accident; the culture here in her homeland was probably the most conservative in the province. 
I didn’t know exactly why Lenya Valley had ended up this way, but perhaps it was merely the result of ambition…or a lack thereof. The noble houses who had originally settled this region had never aspired to join the Tel Kithas elite. All they’d wanted was a place to tend their crops, nourish their families, and worship Lahara in peace. 
The result was a loose collection of a dozen villages and hamlets spread across a sixty-mile stretch of farmland. Only one of the settlements, Halondel, was large enough to be considered an actual town, and its central location at the mouth of the valley made it the natural crossroads for commerce and worship. 
I set down inside a forest clearing several miles away from the main gate. With a pair of saddleless dragon-riding neophytes on my back, I’d had to fly significantly slower than I would have liked, but dawn was still at least an hour away. There was more than enough time for us to make the rest of the journey on foot. 
I shifted back to my elven form once the others had dismounted, grimacing at the ripple of pain and once again wondering how long I would be able to keep changing back and forth between forms. I summoned a new outfit with the glamour stone—an unfortunately frilly white tunic with black trousers—then took my pack and weapons back from Tyris. Borkesh, to his credit, didn’t even retch this time.
“How are you feeling?” I asked.
“Patronized,” he groused, his red eyes glowing dimly in the darkness. “I’m still not convinced any of this is real. You can’t be a dragon, and we can’t be standing here hundreds of miles from the Droughtlands.”
Tyris conjured a plume of flame in her palm to give herself some light. “You don’t believe your own eyes?”
“Not when a fey is involved. This could all be one of Sabari’s illusions. I’m probably still sitting in the Falls, bored and half-drunk.”
“Probably,” I said with a thin smile. “But if so, you might as well play along.”
Borkesh sighed, his green fist clenching the grip of his ax. “A dragon,” he muttered. “I was riding on a fucking dragon.”
“Mokka will be impressed,” I said, clapping him on the back. “I promise.”
“She’ll be impressed with you,” Borkesh replied sourly. “Probably demand you fill her up with dragon babies. She might even pick a fight with this girl to prove herself worthy.”
“What?” Tyris asked, confused. 
“Don’t worry,” I assured him. “Mokka’s all yours, I promise.”
Borkesh grumbled something under his breath. Louder, he said, “Might as well get this over with. What’s your plan?”
“Nothing complicated,” I said. “Once we reach town, I’ll ask around to see if Sariss is here.”
“Halondel isn’t a little hamlet where everyone knows each other,” the orc pointed out. “There have to be ten thousand people living there, probably more with all the itinerant merchants. You think they’ll be able to point you to one female?”
“She’s a Vaz Gorati priestess, and it’s a very traditional town. Most people will know her by name.”
“Vaz Gorati…” Borkesh shook his head. “You’re absolutely sure she won’t have us flayed and mounted on pikes?”
“Reasonably sure,” I said. “All I need is time to explain what happened.”
He hissed softly over his tusks. “And what if she’s not there?”
“Worst case, someone at the temple should be able to tell us where she is. If not…” I shrugged. “I’ll figure something out.”
“Great,” Borkesh muttered, turning to Tyris. “Aren’t you bothered by any of this?”
She frowned. “By what?”
“You keep calling him your ‘Dragon Messiah.’ Aren’t you annoyed that he’s already trying to replace you with another female?”
A blank stare. “Why would you think that?”
“Because females are the most competitive creatures in existence,” Borkesh said in exasperation. “No matter how much you try to hide it behind sweet smiles.”
“He is not replacing me,” Tyris said adamantly. “He is a male dragon—it is vital for him to assemble a powerful harem to provide him with many children.”
She paused, her frown deepening. “Don’t your people have similar traditions where only the most worthy and powerful males are allowed to take wives?”
“We do,” Borkesh admitted.
“Then why are you acting as if this is strange?”
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “But just once I’d like to visit a place where all the females hate him. Or love me.”
With a grim chuckle, I tightened my scabbards around my waist. “Come on, let’s get moving. It’s not a long walk, but I want to make sure we arrive before the morning services.”
[image: image-placeholder]The first rays of dawn had begun to creep over the horizon behind us when we met up with the road leading to Halondel. Several merchant caravans were parked along it, though I only spotted a single Skywatch wyvern overhead. 
“Hopefully the locals don’t mind having a few dustborn stroll into their quaint little town,” Borkesh said as we walked. “You know how annoyed the farmers get around Imon Hith.”
“Those farmers have been skirmishing against your people for generations,” I reminded him. “Everything’s been calm out here for a long time.”
“Mm,” the orc murmured skeptically. “None of the clans have been this far south in a while. You don’t think they’ll panic at the sight of my green skin and awe-inspiring musculature?”
“I doubt it. But you should probably keep your tunic on and your ax sheathed.” Reaching into one of the packs I’d taken from Sabari, I pulled out one of the thick brown cloaks and tossed it at him. “Though it might be even better if you wore this.”
He caught the cloak and scoffed. “Yes, I’m sure this will get everyone mistaking me for an elf.”
“That’s not the point,” I said, pulling out the second cloak and handing it to Tyris. “Hunters and travelers are common here, so it’s better to look the part. Ashreaver armor and Vorskai leathers will look more out of place.”
“Says the moon-skinned elf with a magic scar in his chest,” Borkesh said. “I still think there are decent odds they’ll break out the pitchforks.”
“Worst case, I can always say you’re my bodyguard. It’s never failed before.”
“Okay, but what about the half-human girl with warpaint?”
“There are plenty of humans in the valley. The average Imperial citizen doesn’t know the difference between the Vorskai and any other tribe from the mountains.”
I turned to Tyris and paused when I looked at the blade slung over her back. “Your sword is a bigger concern. It’s hard to miss, and I’d rather not have anyone get a close look at the heraldry.”
She reached behind her and touched the handle. “I can wrap it up easily enough.”
“Please do. Beyond that, I don’t think we’ll have any trouble.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Borkesh said, his eyes narrowing at something further up the road. “Notice anything interesting in that commotion up ahead?”
I followed his gaze up the road. There was a stopped wagon pulled off to one side about fifty yards ahead. Two men wearing the flat gray banded armor of provincial soldiers were currently speaking with the wagoner while a third man inspected the cargo. 
None of that was remotely out of the ordinary; smuggling was about as old as prostitution, as far as professions went. The problem was when a fourth soldier circled around the wagon, one that was not wearing the flat gray of provincial soldiers…
But the brilliant gold plate of the Wyrmguard. 
“Shit,” I swore. We were right in the middle of the road with no cover anywhere nearby, though even if there had been a convenient copse of trees a few yards away, there was no way we could dive behind it without looking suspicious. The soldiers knew we were coming, and there was nothing we could do about it. 
“Wouldn’t be surprised if he has friends somewhere nearby,” Borkesh said, hand twitching at his side but not quite reaching for his ax. “Where there’s one golden dome, there are aways more.”
“There are only four soldiers in sight,” Tyris said. “We could easily defeat them.”
“We’re not going to do anything,” I said, drawing a deep breath and ordering my nerves to settle. “They’re inspecting cargo and we don’t have any. Just stay calm and quietly walk on by.”
Borkesh grunted. “You do remember that the Wyrmguard were looking for her a week ago, right? And that they knew what she looked like?”
“That’s why I gave you that cloak,” I said. “Put it on and let’s get this over with. And let me do the talking if necessary.”
“You sure you don’t want to turn into a dragon and squash them?” Borkesh asked. “Since that’s apparently an option now.”
I shook my head. “Just stay calm and quiet. We’ll be fine.”
I didn’t know if I believed my own words even as they left my mouth, but I was convinced this was the smartest course of action regardless. The wagon they had stopped was leaving town, not entering it, and I had a sneaking suspicion why. 
A minute later, my hunch was confirmed. We walked right up to the stopped wagon…and then right past it. Neither the Wyrmguard nor the provincial soldiers gave us anything more than the most casual glance. 
“Okay,” Borkesh murmured once we were out of earshot. “That was too easy.”
“Because they’re not looking for people coming into town,” I told him. “They’re looking for someone trying to leave.”
The orc’s red eyes glimmered in thought. “Interesting theory. Any guesses as to who?”
“Just one,” I said, my stomach tightening. “Krynn is a monster, but he’s not a fool. He had to know that I’d come this way first. Sariss is bait.”
“Mm,” Borkesh mused. “The way I figure it, that’s both bad and good. Good because it means this wife of yours must be in town after all, otherwise he wouldn’t bother keeping soldiers here.”
“And bad,” I finished, “because bait implies a trap.”
My partner nodded at the main gate as we drew closer. The guards outside were locals rather than provincials, and they seemed bored. A few dozen people were milling about, mostly herbalists and hunters about to ride out to the fields and forests. 
“What kind of trap could anyone lay for a dragon?” Tyris asked. 
“Good question,” Borkesh said. “Maybe the Sovereign could hire the Sorekûl Drakath.”
I snorted. “He can’t risk telling the locals who I really am. Not without alerting the whole province that the man he claimed was murdered by the Vorskai isn’t actually dead. He probably didn’t even want to risk telling them what I looked like.”
“Well, someone is going to have to recognize you,” Borkesh said, “or there’s no point in using bait.”
I nodded, suddenly thankful for the return of my memories, specifically all the lessons my mother had given me on the art of subtlety and subterfuge. Whatever Krynn had planned, whatever clever scheme he thought he’d pull, I would be ready for it. 
Because even if he had parked an army between me and the temple, nothing was going to stop me from getting to Sariss. 
[image: image-placeholder]Even at daybreak, the clean, polished streets of Halondel were already bustling with activity, from locals running daily errands to merchants hawking their wares. I spotted several trading wagons as well, each preparing to either travel deeper into the valley or leave it altogether. Some would head south to Barador, while others would push east across the Highlands. Distantly, I wondered if any of them ever stopped at Siren Falls when they headed north across the Droughtlands to Tiralis or Tel Kithas. If so, they likely wouldn’t have admitted it to anyone here. 
Aside from the Wyrmguard soldiers we had passed earlier, the only peculiar sight was a large group of teal-robed monks enjoying an early breakfast at one of the town’s many outdoor cafés. It had been a long time since I’d had to deal with any of the various religious orders in Abethaal, but I was reasonably certain they were from Tol Morhir, the island city off the province’s eastern coast. What they were doing here some four hundred miles away was a mystery. 
“This place makes my skin crawl,” Borkesh commented as his red eyes peeked out from beneath the cowl of his cloak. 
“It’s a hell of a lot safer than any settlement in the Droughtlands,” I pointed out. “Or the Reach. Or anywhere else we’ve gone in the past five years.”
“It’s too clean,” he muttered. “And too…happy.”
I smirked. “If it makes you feel any better, the old women to your left past the artificer shop have been shooting you nasty glares for a while now.”
Borkesh didn’t quite break his stride, but he did follow my gaze down the street to where a pair of pristinely dressed women were sharing tea and silently judging everyone who walked past. 
“They’re old?” he asked. 
“Probably closing in on three hundred,” I said. “You can’t tell?”
“No.” He huffed over his tusks. “But their hatred does make me feel better. Never trust anyone who hides their contempt. These people should have the courage to despise me to my face.”
“You are a strange man,” Tyris remarked quietly. “Or perhaps I do not understand your people’s humor.”
“I am, and you don’t,” Borkesh said. “But don’t worry, Sabari didn’t either at first. Stick around long enough and you’ll learn.”
“Or stab him,” I said as I turned down the street leading to the Temple of the Dragon Goddess. The white stone spire was perched on the highest hill in the city, marking its importance to the locals. The building itself was designed about the same as every other similar temple…with one major exception. 
“Zor kalah,” Tyris breathed. “It’s…”
“Gaudy as Sabari’s hoard?” Borkesh muttered. 
I grimaced. He wasn’t completely wrong; the massive stone statue of the Dragon Goddess behind the spire was extravagant, to the point it had probably cost five times as much as the temple itself. Lahara’s visage was wrapped around the temple, her grandiose wings outspread dramatically. It made the whole building look like it was about to fly away. 
“All right,” I said, coming to a halt once we approached the gate leading into the temple courtyard. The street directly outside was mostly empty aside from some groundskeepers and acolytes tending the temple garden on the building’s flank, though there were still plenty of people around farther down on either side. “The two of you wait here. I need to do this alone.”
“Are you certain?” Tyris asked. 
“He’ll be fine,” Borkesh said. “Besides, Avetharri temples are boring places, and they’re not a fan of dustborn. You and I should check out the market and get something to eat.”
Tyris looked between us as if she couldn’t decide if she wanted to leave my side and be stuck alone with Borkesh. But eventually, she nodded. 
“As you wish,” she said. “But we will not let the temple out of our sight.”
“Trust me, that won’t be a problem,” the orc muttered. “You can see the damn thing for miles in any direction.”
With a jerk of his head, he led her off down the street in the direction of the strongest scent. Steamed kalifa hash, if I wasn’t mistaken, one of those unfortunate dishes that smelled and looked far better than it tasted. Then again, I was reasonably certain he would eat bricks if they had enough spices on them, so he probably wouldn’t care. 
I waited about thirty seconds for them to move away before I crossed the street and approached one of the groundskeepers outside. The man was definitely on the older side, possibly four hundred, with long, weathered lines drawn across his face. He looked up from the plant he was trimming when I drew closer. 
“Aluthil’s Light be upon you this morning,” I said with a faint nod. 
“I’m afraid services will be delayed,” he replied in a raspy voice. “Until after the monks from Tol Morhir have finished their tour.”
“That’s all right, I’m just looking for someone. Does Sister Virethi still serve at this temple?”
The man gave me a strange look, which made my chest tighten with worry. Surely the groundskeepers would know the names of the temple priestesses…unless I was wrong and she wasn’t here after all. 
Or, I thought darkly, if Krynn had warned people to be careful of anyone who asked for her.
“Ah, you must be speaking of Sister Sariss,” the man said. 
“Yes!” I answered a bit too quickly. “Er, yes, I believe that’s her name.”
“Then yes, she’s been serving here for some time. She came in quite early this morning, in fact. You can probably find her in the library.”
“Thank you,” I said, offering him a heartfelt nod.
I headed straight for the temple, a wave of relief crashing over me…followed immediately by an undertow of caution. That man could have been telling the truth…or he could’ve been following instructions. I had no idea what, if anything, Krynn could possibly be planning, but I needed to stay vigilant just like Irileth had taught me. 
Even while trying to stay alert, though, I was riddled with nervous energy. The first and most important step toward reuniting with Sariss was finding her, but after that…
It had been difficult enough to explain what had happened to Borkesh, but this was going to be something else entirely. Sariss thought I was dead. She had pledged her life and future to me. 
Yet now, five years later, she had effectively lived half her adult life without me. For all I knew, she could be a completely different person. And if she believed Krynn’s lie that the Vorskai had betrayed and killed me, I didn’t know what I would do. 
Burying the thought, I started up the neatly polished steps. Rasmus the Slayer hadn’t spent a lot of time at temples of the Seven over the years, and frankly even Alamir the Black Prince hadn’t been particularly devout. I had always performed the appropriate rituals and said the right words when necessary, but I’d never given it all that much thought. 
But Sariss had been a true believer, and I found myself hoping that her religion had given her some small measure of comfort these past five years. For a single week, she’d had everything she’d ever wanted…and then it had all been brutally torn away. I don’t know how well I would have managed the same, had I been in her place. 
The acolytes greeting newcomers inside the entry foyer were all young and friendly, and they confirmed that Sister Sariss was upstairs in the library. My heart began to thud in my ears, and I might have rushed past them if they hadn’t insisted that I leave my weapons before I entered the temple. 
Out of pure reflex, I almost argued the point. Borkesh and I frequented many places where not having a visible means of defending yourself was the equivalent of putting a target on your back. But the Temple of Lahara was about as far from the Bloated Ogre as one could get, and so I handed over my scabbards without any undue fuss. 
My arms were trembling in anticipation as I rushed up the spiraling staircase to the upper levels, and I was even having trouble swallowing by the time I exited into the temple library. The chamber was immense, probably three times the size of the one in the palace in Tel Kithas, with dozens of rows of shelves on each side and a reading area with wide, rectangular wooden tables in between. For an instant, I feared the entire floor might be empty…but then I rounded a wall of shelves…
And saw a tall, blond Avetharri woman in blue robes sitting at one of the tables by herself. 
For a long, heart-swallowing moment, I couldn’t breathe. I had spent the last five years not remembering she existed…yet now, looking at her profile in the dim light, it was as if I had been holding her in my arms an hour ago. 
“I’ll be down in a few minutes,” she said, flipping through a huge book laid out on the table in front of her. “Sister Galdry hasn’t even started the music yet.”
The sound of her rich voice made my heart skip two beats. She wasn’t an illusion; she wasn’t a trick of my memory. 
She was my First Wife, right here in the flesh barely twenty feet away. 
“Actually,” I said, “I was hoping you’d stay right there.”
Her head whipped around to me, her eyes flying wide. I didn’t move—I wasn’t convinced I could move. I just stood there and let her look at me, allowing her to take in the impossible. And me to brace myself for the inevitable. 
“Alamir?” she mouthed, though no sound escaped her mouth. 
“I know what you’re thinking,” I started, taking a single slow step forward. “But it’s not a trick.” 
Her red lips hung open, and I saw her hands trembling upon the book. But she turned her body in the chair enough that she was facing me, and my heart skipped another beat when I saw her exposed belly…and the red dragon tattoo still emblazoned upon it.
She hadn’t covered it up like most widows would. She was still bearing it proudly, even five years later.
“It won’t be easy to explain,” I said, risking another step. “But thank the Goddess you’re—”
Her chair squeaked on the floor as she abruptly rose to her feet, and I feared she might sprint away from me and cry out for the guards. But then her slender body was flying toward me as if her chair were a catapult, and she dove into my arms before I could plant my feet.
Her kiss struck my mind like the head of a hammer, shaking loose a trove of memories that had been lying dormant inside me for half a decade. The first time we’d met. The first time we’d kissed. The first time I had taken her during the binding ritual…
The first time I had called her my wife. 
It was all there on her lips and tongue, the passion and the joy and the pain. And when she pulled back, tears streaming down her face, all my anxieties and fears about this moment vanished. 
“Alamir…” she breathed. 
“It’s me,” I told her, taking and squeezing her wrists as she clutched my face in both hands. 
Sariss slowly shook her head. “How…how are you alive?”
“A lot has happened,” I said in what was perhaps the understatement of the age. “A lot has changed. We should—”
She kissed me again before I could finish, as if to convince herself I was actually real. I slid my hands down to her sides to cradle her back, my mind flashing to the last time I had seen her. She had been there in our quarters with Karethys fitting her for a new dress, and she’d teased me with plans about all three of us spending that night together. 
Instead, I’d spent it face down in the dirt with a dagger in my chest. 
“Goddess,” Sariss gasped when our lips parted again. “I-I don’t understand.”
“It’s complicated,” I said, squeezing her again. “But this might not be the best place for me to explain. Krynn had to know I’d come looking for you. I’m worried he has someone watching you.”
Her brow furrowed. “You mean the Wyrmguard soldiers? They showed up two days ago.”
“How many?” 
“Um…I-I don’t know. I assumed they were here as escorts for the monks.”
“I doubt that,” I said grimly, wondering where the other Wyrmguard had been hiding in town. They had to be out there somewhere. “We should get out of here and—”
I cut myself off when her eyes abruptly darted behind me. I whirled around when she gasped, half expecting to see some old Vaz Gorati Mother with a scowl of disapproval on her face. But the figure that emerged from the long shadows of the bookcases wasn’t a priestess.
“Who the hell are you?” I growled.
The figure took another step forward. His tall, broad frame was concealed behind a hooded white robe…and his face was hidden behind an opaque mask. 
“Sanathar’s breath,” Sariss gasped. 
The sudden fear in her voice was unmistakable, and I instantly stepped forward to stand protectively in front of her. I glared at the masked man, my hands reflexively reaching for the swords that were no longer at my belt. Though at least he didn’t appear to have any weapons of his own, either. 
“I asked you a question!” I snarled. “Who are you?”
“Answer him!” Sariss demanded. “Or I will—”
And then, with no warning whatsoever, her voice cut out. I glanced over my shoulder to see her lips moving as if she were trying to speak, but even when she began frantically waving her hands, there was no sound whatsoever. 
Then her blue eyes shot wide, and she abruptly clutched at her throat. It was only then I realized it wasn’t merely sound that had vanished, but the air itself. And that she wasn’t simply mute.
She was suffocating. 
Whirling back around, I shot the hooded figure a look of pure death. He hadn’t moved, but my scar could suddenly feel the surge of magical power rippling through him. I lunged straight at him, fully prepared to beat him into a bloody ruin if I had to—
But then his faceless mask turned to me, and he lifted a hand covered in a thick steel gauntlet. He opened his fingers, revealing a stylized symbol of a disembodied eye inscribed within the palm. The eye flashed—
And my scar exploded in pain. 
I stumbled midstride and collapsed to a knee, my hands clawing at my chest as if I’d been stabbed again. I could feel waves of Aetheric energy battering against me, but magic had never been able to affect me before, not since the shards of the vatari dagger had splintered into my chest. I was Senosi—a Magic Eater. No sorcery could escape my scar’s ravenous maw. 
But what if it isn’t sorcery?
The dark thought wormed its way through the pain even as my assailant’s outstretched gauntlet flashed with green fire. The air popped and hissed as if it were about to ignite, and another crippling wave of agony rippled through me. 
No, this wasn’t sorcery—this was shadow magic. Palerending. The very power that had tainted the vatari crystals shards still embedded in my chest. And somehow, this freakshow was using it to suffocate Sariss and paralyze me. 
“The Eye of the Watcher sees your corruption, dragon,” the man intoned in a dark, hollow voice that sounded more like it came from a corpse than a living, breathing man. “His judgment comes for you and all your wretched kind.”
He shifted his other gauntlet behind him, as if reaching for a concealed weapon. When it emerged from his robe, it held what appeared to be a massive, bladeless hilt. But then there was another hiss in the air, and a brilliant blade of silvery-blue fire erupted from the handle. He moved the weapon as if it were weightless, lifting it above me as if he were about to strike me down in a single mighty blow. 
I had a split second to act before Sariss and I were both dead…but there was nothing I could do. No matter how hard I struggled, I remained paralyzed by his dark magic. I couldn’t talk, I could barely breathe, and when I reached into my blood to try and shift form, the only response from my draconic power was more pain. I watched in helpless horror as the flaming blue blade slashed down at my skull—
And then came to an abrupt halt barely an inch from my face. 
I blinked, wondering if this psychopath was simply toying with us. But then I realized his entire body was trembling almost like mine. I had absolutely no idea what was happening…until two thin crimson streams began streaking down the eyes of the mask as if the man were crying blood. 
The spell holding me in place abruptly faltered, and the pain in my scar faded as our assailant lurched backward as if he’d been struck by an arrow. I heard a loud, ragged gasp of air behind me, and I spun my head around to see Sariss standing upright, her eyes completely red…and her hand outstretched as she unleashed the devastating power of her Vaz Gorati blood magic.
“You will not defile Lahara’s temple,” she hissed, still gasping for breath. “And you will not harm her chosen!”
With her arm outstretched and her blue sleeves fallen back at her elbow, I could see her veins blackening beneath her skin. For all her power, the wrath of the Flensing would eventually force her to stop channeling the Aether and release her hold. But she had given us—given me—an opportunity. And there was no chance in this world or the next that I would let her down. 
Snapping into action, I reached for the table and grabbed the heaviest book I could find, then rushed forward and smashed our attacker right in his mask. He stumbled back into the shelves behind him, and the magical blade he’d summoned extinguished like a fire doused with water. The shattered pieces of his mask hit the floor, and when he regained his balance, I saw a badly burned face beneath. 
Not a human, as I’d expected, but another elf. An Avetharri.
Blood streamed from his eyes over his burns, but then Sariss grunted and collapsed as she finally lost her concentration. The attacker, freed from her blood hold, resumed his assault. His hands flashed with green fire again, and the air hissed around him as he called upon the dark power of the Pale. But I wasn’t about to let him cast another spell. A flash of rage seared through me, igniting my dragon blood. The backlash of pain was nearly crippling, and without Tyris to aid me, I wasn’t certain I could transform into a dragon knight, let alone a full Wyrm. But I didn’t need claws or scales or even strength. 
Only flame. 
Rearing back, I opened my mouth and spewed a jet of fire. The man screamed as the inferno consumed him, igniting his robe and cooking the armor beneath. The air continued to crackle and hiss, and I feared he might somehow complete his spell…
But then his body crumpled to the floor. By the time I’d run out of breath, all that remained was a smoldering corpse trapped inside a glowing red suit of armor. 
“Goddess be merciful,” Sariss breathed as coils of acrid smoke rose around us. “How…where…?”
“I don’t know, but I’m getting you out of here,” I said, turning and lifting my wife up into my arms where she belonged. “I’ll explain everything on the way.”
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Several other priestesses and acolytes came to investigate the commotion in the library. I heard their footsteps scurrying up the stairs even as I wanted to carry Sariss down. Given the option, I would have been sorely tempted to assume dragon form, burst through the roof, and fly her away without anyone explaining what had happened. The faster we got out of Halondel, the better.  
Since that wasn’t realistic, my next thought was to try and find an alternate way out of here. Every temple of Lahara I’d ever been in had at least one private stairwell intended exclusively for the priestesses.
But Sariss killed that idea before I could look around. She insisted on speaking with the acolytes, informing them that we’d been attacked, and then insisting they go and fetch the town guards. I didn’t like the idea, mostly because I was still waiting for Krynn to spring some kind of trap, but I trusted her judgment and followed her lead. 
She had her fellow sisters organized in no time, with some rushing off to inform the Guard while others summoned the Blood Mother. And after dropping a brief explanation about what had happened—minus the part where the mysterious stranger with her had breathed fire like a dragon—she had us heading toward a private exit from the temple on the lower level. I barely had time to retrieve my weapons from the foyer on the way.
I couldn’t even fathom the chaos that was about to consume the temple and possibly the whole town once people learned that a Vaz Gorati priestess had been attacked on hallowed ground. It was the kind of news that would spread like wildfire across the province, and Sariss would surely end up buried beneath a bureaucratic mountain had she stuck around. 
Especially when they realize who was responsible.
My thoughts turned grim. I had recognized the symbol on our attacker’s glove during the fight. The disembodied eye was identical to the one on the statue in the ruins where Tyris and I had been attacked by the Chol. 
Dathiel the Watcher, the ancient god of vigilance. The statue that had seemed as though it were slowly being renewed. 
A knot twisted in my stomach as Sariss led us through side streets toward her home a few blocks from the temple. The Sarodihm had attacked Vaz Gorati sisters before, of course, albeit rarely with any success…and almost never with magic at their disposal. Palerending wasn’t a skill just anyone could pick up. It still required sorcery to rip open the Veil.
Or help from the other side. 
There were always rumors about the Old Gods reaching out from beyond the Pale to speak with their followers and sometimes even grant them aid. But the magic our attacker had wielded went far beyond a simple boon. Suffocating Sariss, nearly taking control of the corrupted vatari inside me…I’d never heard of anything like this before. 
My guts were still twisting when we reached Sariss’s home. The quaint, private little cottage was built on a grassy knoll adjacent to one of the winding streams snaking through town. She even had her own little herb garden on the side to aid her alchemical endeavors. 
“Someone will head this way to find me soon,” Sariss said once she’d closed the door. “But we should at least have a few minutes to—mm!”
Her words melted into my lips when I kissed her again, harder and hungrier than before. If I’d thought we had the time, I would have thrown her down on her kitchen table and taken her right then and there…but we didn’t. At least, not yet. 
And I owed her a long and thorough explanation. 
“Ooh…” she breathed when I pulled away, her kohl-painted eyelids fluttering. “Goddess, I have missed you so much.”
I squeezed her arms, wishing that I could tell her I’d thought about her every day. But the greatest crime was that I hadn’t even remembered she’d existed until a few days ago…
“I’m just glad you’re safe,” I told her, pressing my forehead against hers. “I didn’t even know if you’d be here for certain.”
Her blue eyes looked up at me at point-blank range. “Where were you? What happened? How—?”
“Shh,” I hushed, cupping the sides of her face. “I’ll explain everything, I promise.” I drew away slightly. “But first, do you know anything about that person who attacked us?”
Sariss shook her head. “No…and yes. The symbol on his glove…I’ve seen it before.”
“So have I,” I said. “It’s the holy icon of Dathiel the Watcher.”
“Yes. But that must mean he was Sarodihm.”
“That’s what I assumed as well. But how in the bloody void did he get into the temple? And how did he wield that kind of power?”
“I…I don’t know,” Sariss admitted. I could see in her face and feel in her body that she was on the verge of losing control. She was trembling, and more tears had started to form in her eyes. 
“We’ll figure it out later,” I said. “But first, I owe you some answers.”
She waited expectantly as I stepped back and gathered my thoughts. “The short version,” I said, “is that Krynn betrayed me and left me for dead.”
Sariss swallowed heavily. “But how? Why didn’t you come back sooner?”
“The how is that he forged another corrupted vatari dagger like Gûl Dagnir,” I told her, and she paled. “As for the rest…that’s a little more complicated. To be perfectly honest, I don’t know how I survived. But when I woke up, I had lost my memories. I didn’t know who I was or how I’d gotten there. I didn’t even remember that I was a dragon.”
She stared at me breathlessly, and I wondered if this would end up being easier or harder than convincing Borkesh that I was the Black Prince. 
“An orc tribe stumbled upon my body, and they managed to nurse me back to health,” I went on. “They had no clue who I was, but they helped me survive this.”
I reached down and unbuttoned my tunic to reveal the wicked scar on my chest. 
“Sanathar’s breath,” Sariss gasped, her fingertips brushing across the twisted flesh. “You never received restorative magic? Or a healing elixir?”
I could feel the faint tingle from my scar, as if it sensed the Aetheric energy in her blood. It wasn’t anywhere near as strong as the sensation I felt from Tyris, but it was still pleasant. 
“None of it helped,” I said. “My best guess is that some of the corrupted vatari is still inside me. I can consume magic as if I had Blade Dancer tattoos—I even get the rush of strength and regeneration. But this scar never heals.”
Sariss continued her exploration, and her eyes flashed as she called upon her magic. The tingling sensation from her touch intensified as the scar began to feast on whatever spell she was trying to weave. 
“I can’t…I can’t sense your blood legacy,” she said, her face twisting in horror. 
“It’s still in there,” I assured her, taking her wrist and gently pushing her hand away. “When we have some more time, I’d love for you to try and see if you can learn more about it. But right now, there’s more you need to know.”
She nodded frantically. “Of course. Please, tell me.”
Taking a deep breath, I gave her the shortest possible version of recent events, from being hired to capture Tyris to following her to Dragonfall and my confrontation with Krynn. I left out the part about Karethys for now, just to keep her from being overwhelmed. Sariss already couldn’t get over the fact that the Vorskai girl I’d been sent to meet five years ago was here in town right now. 
“I can’t believe the Vorskai girl is still alive,” Sariss said. “I can’t believe you’re still alive! Oh, Goddess…”
“I know,” I said. “I’m just…thank Lahara you’re here.”
I pulled her in for another kiss. She melted back into my arms, and though I could hear our privacy clock ticking down in the back of my mind, I just wanted to hold her here in my arms forever. 
“We were planning to head north as soon as possible,” I said once we’d pulled away. “Unless you happen to know where Lathriel is right now?”
Sariss paused, then shook her head. “I’m afraid not.”
I pressed my lips into a tight line. “You didn’t stay in touch?”
“We did…for a time. She remained in Tel Kithas a great deal during the last few months of your father’s term. She steadfastly refused to believe that the Vorskai had betrayed you. She tried to contact them many times, but the survivors had disappeared into the mountains.”
Sariss sighed wearily, leaning her palms against the edge of the kitchen table as if to brace herself against an onslaught of unpleasant memories. “Krynn vowed revenge for your death, and he said it wouldn’t stop with the Vorskai. He declared it was long past time for the dustborn to stop being nuisances and serve the Empire rather than live on its fringes. That’s when he began the Great Conscription.”
“Did you believe him?” I asked, dreading the answer. 
“I…I didn’t know what to think,” Sariss admitted. “Lathriel insisted that the Vorskai wouldn’t betray you like that, but I wasn’t so certain.” She swallowed, her eyes turning apologetic. “She insisted that Krynn had betrayed you, and it didn’t take long for the pieces to start falling into place. When he ordered the Skywatch to help him round up dissidents, Lathriel wouldn’t have any part of it. That’s when she resigned her post.”
I nodded grimly, my thoughts tugging in a dozen directions. I felt sick just thinking about how confused and angry they must have all been…
“I told Lathriel that she was welcome to come to Lenya Valley with me,” Sariss continued, “but she said she couldn’t stand by and allow Krynn to unravel your vision, not without putting up a fight.” 
She pursed her lips. “Just before I left, she came to me in the middle of night. She told me that she was sorry, then said it would be safer for me if we never spoke again. I don’t know why, but she looked absolutely terrified. And then…then she was gone.”
I closed my eyes and clenched my teeth, trying and failing to steel myself. After our perfect night together in the ruined temple, I had promised to be with her, to take care of her… 
Sariss slowly shook her head. “She wrote to me several times over the years, but she never told me where she was or what she was doing. I don’t know why.”
“When was the last time she reached out to you?” I asked. 
“Almost a year,” Sariss said. “Everything fell apart so quickly, Alamir. Without an heir, your father’s authority waned rapidly. The Great Houses were eager to have a new Sovereign on the throne. Irileth warned us both that we wouldn’t be safe in Tel Kithas after the coronation.”
My hands balled into fists at my side. For eighty years the Great Houses had plotted against my family, believing that Valion Sorokar, my father, would be the last dragon of his line. My birth—and the Vaz Gorati reading of my blood legacy—had thrown their carefully laid plans into chaos. 
But my death…they must have thought it would set them free. They’d probably believed they could control and manipulate Krynn, only to discover that he hated them more than anything. 
“Your parents didn’t even attend Krynn’s coronation,” Sariss added. 
“I’m sure he was livid,” I muttered. “But let me guess, my mother believed I’d been a fool who got duped by humans.”
Sariss balked. “She didn’t believe that at all. Not for a single moment.”
My throat constricted. “Really?”
“Irileth thought Krynn must have betrayed you, just like Lathriel,” Sariss said. “She insisted upon it right in front of your father’s court. But she had no proof. And you know how much the leader of the Great Houses feared and reviled her. They saw an opportunity to mold a new Sovereign, and Krynn was telling them all the right things. Even if she’d had evidence, I don’t know that anyone would have listened.”
The tightness inside me eased. I had genuinely assumed that Irileth would have blamed me for being stupid and naïve. But perhaps the true naïveté had been believing she would trust the man who’d had the most to gain by my disappearance. 
“Your father became even more withdrawn after your death,” Sariss said, voice going quiet. “He believed the Sorokar legacy was dead.”
I winced, nodding in understanding. He’d spent the first eighty years of his reign trying to create a single dragon heir, and then I’d gone off and died mere months before taking the throne. 
“What about Karethys?” I asked, pushing aside the thoughts of my parents for now. 
“Your mother took her along with them,” Sariss said. “I’ve no doubt that she’s been well cared for.”
“Maybe more than you know,” I said. “I saw her a little over a week ago.”
Surprised flashed across Sariss’s face. “Karethys? Where?”
“At a tavern in the Droughtlands south of Sethuil,” I said. “She’s the one who hired me to hunt down the Vorskai dragon.”
“What?”
“I had no idea who she was at the time. I just thought she was another client trying to hire the Dragon Slayer. She paid very well—so well that my gut was telling me she was an Imperial agent trying to bypass the Sovereign to deal with the Vorskai. She wanted me to find Tyris and bring her back to the garrison at Sethuil…alive.”
Sariss’s mouth moved several times as if she were trying to form a reply, but nothing came out until the fourth attempt. “I don’t…what??”
“I haven’t figured it out yet, either, but there’s no way she wouldn’t have recognized me, even with the changes.” 
I looked down at the oddly pale flesh of my once-gray hand. Skin that had suddenly looked so normal to me a few days was now sickly and pallid. Most people wouldn’t even guess I was half drow. 
“But she didn’t say anything?” Sariss breathed. “Or call you by name?”
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “I’ve been trying to figure out why ever since I realized she was the one who’d hired us. My best guess is that she’s working with my mother somehow, maybe trying to thwart Krynn indirectly. That might explain why she decided to hire the Dragon Slayer, but not why she wouldn’t reveal who she was to me.”
Sariss rubbed her hands over her eyes and paced around the table. “What would you have said if she did?”
“You mean if a random drow woman in a tavern tried to tell me that I was a dead dragon prince?” I grunted. “It wouldn’t have been a positive response, I can tell you that.”
“Maybe she knew that. Maybe it was some kind of test?”
“The thought had occurred to me,” I said. “But I’m not sure I understand the point. Why that test? Why the Vorskai dragon? And why me?”
“Everyone believed that Krynn avenged your death by wiping out the Vorskai, including this dragon of theirs,” Sariss said. “That part never became public, but it’s what he claimed in private. We had no reason to believe otherwise. But if your mother and Karethys realized the girl was still alive somewhat recently…”
“They could have been trying to put us on another collision course,” I reasoned. “Maybe hoping it would jog my memory?”
“I suppose…”
I took a long, slow breath, then shook my head. “No, that can’t be all of it. It’s too convoluted.”
“Your mother is not what I would call the straightforward type.”
“No, but she didn’t needlessly complicate things, either.” I folded my arms in thought. “Maybe she knew that Krynn’s minions were closing in. Maybe she thought I might end up protecting the girl.”
The possibilities started chasing themselves through my mind, but the ticking of my mental clock was getting louder and louder by the moment. We had probably been standing here too long already. I didn’t want to have to explain myself to the town guards or a pack of Vaz Gorati priestesses. 
“I don’t have a good explanation,” I said. “But if you don’t know where Lath is, then I think our best bet is to head north to Sethuil. With any luck, Karethys will still be there.”
Sariss paced for another moment, then came to a halt. “There’s a war going on in the Reach,” she said. “A large group of dustborn has risen up to fight against Krynn.”
“I know, I’ve spent a fair amount of time up there. But it doesn’t change anything. If Karethys was expecting me to come back with the Vorskai girl, she could still be there.”
“Sanathar’s breath,” Sariss breathed, pushing at her temples. “This is…”
“A lot, I know,” I soothed. “But I don’t know what else to do. I can’t fly back into Tel Kithas without a plan and allies. Even if I could, I wouldn’t until I knew you and the others are safe.”
Sariss smiled again, then stepped forward and returned to my arms. “I don’t know how the Goddess brought you back to me, but I will never leave you. I am yours, my lord.”
She kissed me again, even harder and more passionately than before. I was a split second from lifting her up onto the table when she abruptly pulled back. 
“If we are going to leave, we need to do it now,” Sariss said. “If I go back to the temple, Mother Jareni will never let me out of her sight. Not after I was attacked and then vanished with a stranger.”
“If you run off, won’t the Vaz Gorati be furious with you? I don’t want to—”
“It doesn’t matter,” Sariss said, shaking her head. “You are my dragon. My husband. My loyalty lies with you and the blood, now and forever.”
Smiling, I cupped her face in my hands. Her adoring eyes, her long golden hair, her Sorokar brand…
Ever since I had resolved to come to Halondel, I had been praying to the Goddess that my First Wife would be here waiting for me. But I wasn’t sure I believed it would actually happen. She could have been gone. She could have changed. 
But no. After five years of a different man’s life, everything in the world seemed like it had changed…but not her. Not my loyal Dragon Priestess. 
“Then grab whatever you need,” I told her. “And let’s get out of here while we still can.”
[image: image-placeholder]Sariss didn’t take long to pack. She darted across her cottage, her golden hair flying behind her as she filled a satchel with basic necessities, including several vials and herb pouches from her alchemical collection. She didn’t change out of her blue Vaz Gorati vestments, but she did at least retrieve a brown traveling cloak and throw it over her shoulders, as well as don a surprisingly sturdy pair of boots. 
And then we were on our way.
News of the attack on the temple had clearly spread quickly. Even keeping our distance, we could see the gathering of city watchmen outside. A sizeable crowd of locals had clustered nearby as well, though I had no intention of getting close enough to learn what they were saying about what had happened. 
Halondel was large and populous enough that blending in was relatively easy, though to avoid making a scene, I tried not to put my arm around Sariss or make any other obvious signs of affection while we walked through town…but that turned out to be more difficult than I thought. Every time I looked at her, all I could think about was the time we’d lost…and how she had been cursed to live thinking her dragon was dead while I’d had the mercy of amnesia. It hardly seemed fair.
As we did our best to avoid attracting attention, I remembered the original threat we’d been trying to avoid—not the city guard or the Vaz Gorati or Sarodihm assassins, but Krynn’s presumed trap. We had encountered one Wyrmguard soldier on the road outside of town, but so far, that was it. Why hadn’t we seen any more inside the city? If their mission was to keep an eye on Sariss, why hadn’t any of them been watching the temple? Even if they’d wanted to keep a low profile initially, surely word of the attack would have sent them springing into action. 
Yet there wasn’t a single suit of golden armor to be found anywhere in town. It didn’t make a damn bit of sense. 
Before I could work through the possibilities, I spotted Borkesh and Tyris sitting at a table at one of the many outdoor cafés in the market plaza. She had her hood back while she ate, allowing her orange hair to glimmer in the sunlight, though she’d otherwise kept her Vorskai leathers hidden beneath her cloak. 
Sabon Nyr was more difficult to conceal, so she had the large blade propped up openly against the table. With the cloth covering the Vermillion crest on the handle, it should have been unrecognizable to anyone besides the most detail-oriented scholar. 
Borkesh, for his part, was halfway through an entire rack of balesk ribs, and his mouth and tusks were shamelessly coated in some kind of orange sauce he’d slathered all over it. Most of the nearby locals looked appalled; Tyris, oddly, did not. She just looked amazed, which was likely what Borkesh had been going for. Since only the worthiest Ashreaver hunters could ever acquire enough food to gorge themselves, a huge appetite was a sign of strength and virility among his kind. And naturally, he was spinning her a tale of his miraculous hunting exploits while stuffing his face.
“That is your partner?” Sariss asked. Unlike Tyris, she definitely looked appalled. 
“It’s a long story,” I murmured. It was starting to feel like a mantra. “Everything is a long story…”
It took her an enormous amount of effort, but she eventually pried her eyes from the orc to the orange-haired girl eating next to him. 
“And that girl is the Vorskai dragon? The Vermillion scion?”
“Yes,” I said, nodding. 
Standing here across the street, looking at Tyris in her simple cloak, it seemed absurd to think that she may have been the single most important person in the province other than me. And that all of this—my rebirth, Krynn’s reign of terror, the brewing war between Abethaal and the Empire—had started because of my decision to meet her five years ago. 
“We can leave the city through the western gate, but it’s probably best if we move as two separate groups just in case,” I said, voice low as I nudged her back into a narrow alley between two shops. The hairs on the back of my neck were perpetually standing upright as I waited for Krynn’s trap to close in around us. “Just stay here for a moment. “I’ll be right back.”
I maneuvered through the mostly filled tables at the café until I reached the ring of empty ones surrounding my companions. Borkesh did finally stop eating when I got close, his red eyes taking me in while he licked some sauce from his tusk.
“You smell like a bonfire,” he said. 
“Thanks,” I muttered, glancing to see if anyone was paying the table any undue attention. My partner had definitely drawn some interest, though as many people were interested in Tyris. They were probably shocked and confused at why a pretty young girl would be eating lunch with such a brute. Old prejudices and all that. 
“Did you find your wife?” Tyris asked. 
“Yes,” I said, nodding. “We need to get out of here right away.”
He scowled at his unfinished ribs. “You can’t wait five minutes?”
“We were attacked,” I told him quietly. “And not by the Wyrmguard.”
He and Tyris shared a concerned look. 
“I’ll fill you in later,” I said. “But it’s probably better to move separately. Meet us at the tree line outside the western gate in a few minutes, all right?”
“Oh, fine,” Borkesh said. “It’s overcooked, anyway. Not even a hint of blood.”
Winding my way back out of the café, I returned to Sariss and took her by the arm, then led her on a roundabout path across town before circling back to the gate. I was alert and ready for anything—a Wyrmguard ambush, more Sarodihm assassins, the sun falling out of the sky. Anything seemed possible right now. 
But all my heightened vigilance proved completely unnecessary. Halondel was too large and busy for the commotion at the temple to have spread this far yet, and once again there was no sign of any Wyrmguard or Skywatch or anyone else working for Krynn. The guards at the gate barely even acknowledged us when we left, and shortly thereafter, we were standing at the edge of the woods just outside the wall when Borkesh and Tyris came over to meet us. 
“Notice anyone watching you?” I asked when they moved within earshot. 
“Not in the suspicious way,” the orc replied, his gaze drifting to Sariss. “Maybe no one cares you kidnapped a blood priestess.”
“Maybe not,” I admitted, looking further down the road out of town. There weren’t any obvious guard checkpoints ahead, either. “This doesn’t make any sense.”
Borkesh shrugged. “There’s an old Orcish saying: never look good fortune in the eye.”
“That’s not an orc saying! Sabari uses it all the time.”
“She stole it from us,” Borkesh retorted. “So, this is the magical wife I’d never heard about until last night, huh?”
“This is Sariss,” I said, bristling. “The grumpy orc here is Borkesh. You’ll have to forgive his manners. And hygiene. And everything else about him.”
“You are the man whose people saved my husband,” Sariss said as she offered him a short, respectful curtsy. “For that, all of Abethaal owes you a debt of gratitude.”
Borkesh’s mouth fell open, then his eyes narrowed as if he were searching her words for any sign of sarcasm. But there was none to be found.
“Erm…right,” he managed. “I suppose so.”
“Any ally of Prince Alamir is an ally of mine,” Sariss told him as she straightened. “I look forward to hearing the tales of your shared adventures.”
“Do not worry,” Tyris muttered, “he is unafraid to share them.”
Sariss turned her blue gaze upon the younger half-human. “You are the dustborn dragon…and the last Vermillion scion.”
“I am Tyris,” the Vorskai girl replied stiffly. “Wielder of Sabon Nyr, Caller of the Flame, and bond-mate of the Fakash Tal’Shira.”
Sariss’s expression darkened. “Bond-mate?”
My cheek twitched. I hoped we might be able to delay this conversation until we had a little privacy. “What she means is—”
Before I could finish, Sariss took a step toward Tyris and parted the front of the girl’s cloak to reveal her tribal armor…and her unbranded stomach. 
“You do not bear the brand of the dragon,” Sariss said. “You are not his wife.”
Tyris pulled away and stepped to my side. “We are bonded,” she said firmly. “We are Maskari.”
“Mas’kari?” Sariss asked, repeating the phrase but without the human accent. “You are not Dal’Rethi, and you are certainly no Blade Dancer.”
“We can talk about this later,” I said, stepping between them. “We should put some distance between us and the town first.”
The two women continued glaring at each other, and the warm spring day suddenly felt like winter. 
“This is going to be a fun trip,” Borkesh remarked, giving me a smug, tusky grin. “I can’t wait.”




Interlude

Dark Alliance


“Vanished?” Krynn Mandar, Dragon Sovereign, snarled into the crackling fireplace. “What do you mean she  vanished?”
“I-I cannot explain it, my lord,” Miniel said from behind him. “The Wyrmguard unit that was watching the temple…they have disappeared as well.”
“How do you lose an entire unit of Wyrmguard soldiers?” He nearly threw his glass into the fireplace. “Where could they have possibly gone?”
“The town guard is searching for them, and I’ve ordered the Skywatch to scour the hills in case they…well…”
Krynn’s eyes narrowed as he turned around, and he took a menacing step toward his wife. “In case they what? Deserted?”
“It’s unthinkable, my lord,” she said. “The men I chose are utterly loyal.”
“And yet…?”
Miniel swallowed visibly. “I don’t understand what could have happened. Their orders were clear—they were to watch the temple and Sister Sariss. But they’re just…gone.”
“And so is she,” Krynn hissed, crushing the empty wine glass in his hand. The tiny shards would have lacerated elven flesh, but they didn’t scratch his draconic scales. Miniel was lucky—the pain would have stoked his anger from a blaze to an outright inferno. 
“There is one lead the guards are investigating,” Miniel said, hands trembling ever so slightly at her sides. “Before Sariss disappeared, she was apparently attacked inside the temple.”
“Attacked? By whom?”
“The body was burned almost beyond recognition. But it was a highborn man wearing armor and a mask.”
Krynn’s rage abruptly cooled into confusion. “An assassin? In the Temple of Lahara?”
“It defies belief,” Miniel agreed. “I’m still waiting for more details. His armor was badly damaged, but there was a symbol on his gauntlet—a disembodied eye wreathed in flame. They believe it was—”
“Dathiel,” Krynn finished. His rage returned in a flash, but it was no longer directed at her.
“Yes, my lord,” his wife replied, seeming surprised he recognized it. “If true, it means the Sarodihm must be responsible. But I cannot understand how one of their assassins entered the temple or why they would attempt to harm Sister Sariss instead of Mother Jareni or one of the others.”
“Because they aren’t connected to Alamir,” he said as the epiphany washed over him. He clenched his other claw into a fist and forced himself to breathe normally. 
“You think the Sarodihm know he’s alive?” Miniel asked. 
“I’m certain of it.”
Her brow creased. “But why would they—?”
“Order our forces to continue their search,” Krynn said. “Find the missing Wyrmguard. And find Sariss.”
“Y-yes, my lord,” Miniel replied. She hesitated for a moment, her jaw clenching as if bracing herself. 
“Was there something else?” he asked. 
“Before Sariss was attacked, she received a guest at the temple—another highborn male with long white hair.”
Krynn froze in place. “Did anyone else get a good look at him?”
“I’m afraid not,” Miniel said. “As you know, Halondel receives frequent travelers from all across the valley and the southern part of the province. But the man was carrying a matching set of moonsilver scimitars…and he was last seen leaving the temple with Sariss.”
Whipping around, Krynn glared into the fireplace. The fact that Dathiel had sent a minion to disrupt his plans was infuriating enough, but now it seemed that the Old God’s intervention had also allowed Alamir to slip away with the only bait Krynn had at his disposal. 
“You said the assassin was burned,” Krynn growled. “The Vaz Gorati don’t teach fire magic.”
“No, my lord,” Miniel confirmed. “You believe it was him?”
“Of course it was him!” 
Sucking in a deep, furious breath, Krynn spewed a cone of flames into the fireplace and added to the blaze. When he finally stopped, the remaining logs were little more than smoldering cinders.
“Continue the search,” he rumbled. “Let your Vaz Gorati sisters believe that Sariss has been abducted by the Godsworn—they cannot learn that Alamir is still alive.”
“Yes, my lord,” Miniel said. “I shall give the orders at once.”
“Then leave me.”
His wife dashed out of the room with barely a sound, and Krynn chewed on his fury for another minute before he shot a glare at the nightstand and dressers surrounding him. He was half-tempted to set fire to everything in his fucking room…
But then his eyes landed on the full-body mirror standing against a wall of the palatial suite, and he focused his ire upon it instead. 
“I know you’re listening,” Krynn said, stalking over to it. “Aren’t you going to gloat about thwarting my plans? Or are you ashamed that your own minions failed so thoroughly?”
For a long moment, the only response from the mirror was silence. But then, abruptly, a shroud of inky darkness rolled over his reflection…and replaced it with the shadowy silhouette of a hooded figure with glowing golden eyes. 
I am trying to protect you.
The voice of the Old God was soundless, yet crystal clear in Krynn’s mind. 
“Protect me?” Krynn hissed. “By slaughtering my men and trying to kill my bait?”
Your soldiers are no match for the black dragon. 
“Neither was your assassin! And now he and the priestess are gone.”
We will find him. Even now, he unwittingly flees into our grasp.
Krynn scoffed. “I told you before, I no longer need your help.”
Our fates are bound together. The pact has been sealed.
“With my father—not me!” 
The image in the mirror appeared to pulse, as if the shadows sought to consume the entire pane of glass. 
Have a care, whelp. You only exist because of my intervention.
Krynn’s lip twisted. It always made him sick to think about his father’s dark bargain…and that the dragon blood only flowed through his veins because of it. 
“But I’m here now,” Krynn said, “while you are still locked in your prison.”
He was tempted to shatter the damn thing with his claw and be done with it. But sadly, it wouldn’t stop the Old God from spying on him. The pact his father had made with Dathiel twenty years ago had bound them together, the Old God was right about that. House Mandar would have continued wallowing in irrelevance, and Krynn never would have had access to Alamir, let alone become his Claw. 
But that didn’t mean Krynn intended to become the puppet of a dead god. His family had gotten what it needed, and there was nothing Dathiel could do to hold him to their bargain. 
Except, perhaps, interfere with his plans.
Another will come to claim the mantle if you will not, Dathiel’s voice said. To a god, even dragons are little more than dust.
“So you’ve said,” Krynn returned with a snort. “And I told you that I will never be your supplicant. We are equals or we are nothing.”
The golden eyes shimmered, and there was a long, drawn-out pause as the shadows continued flicking across the mirror. 
You cannot defeat the black dragon alone, Dathiel said. He will spread word of your betrayal at Dragonfall.
“No one important will give a damn,” Krynn said. “House Sorokar is gone. He has no allies left.”
He has one. And you will not be able to stop her, either.
Krynn winced. The woman the dead god spoke of may have traveled to Lomir Drakath to be with her husband, but Alamir’s mother had never taken her eyes off Abethaal. Her servants were out there right now, plotting and scheming as only the drow knew how. 
“I am a dragon,” Krynn declared. “I do not fear drow matrons.”
Then you are a fool. 
Growling in the back of this throat, Krynn extended his claws and once again had to stop himself from smashing the mirror to pieces. 
You have no servants who can destroy the black dragon, Dathiel said. But I do. They can track the corruption festering inside him, and they can turn its power against him. They will deal with him before he can threaten your rule. 
Krynn hissed softly. “And what do you want in return for this favor?”
The golden eyes flashed…and then the image was gone. 
Krynn found himself staring at his own reflection. There were times when he felt as if he’d aged five decades in the past five years. Dathiel could believe that he was a naïve fool all he wanted, but in the end, it would be the dragon who outmaneuvered the god. As usual. 
Whatever the Old Gods might have been once, an eternity of torment within the Pale had assuredly changed them. No being could live inside a dungeon for countless eons without being transformed into something else. The gods weren’t as powerful as they believed…or as clever. 
Because despite what Dathiel thought, Krynn didn’t need his help. Not to destroy Alamir, and certainly not to protect his armies. 
Smiling, Krynn turned away from the mirror to fetch a new glass and pour himself another drink. He shifted back into his elven form as the orange liquid touched his lips, and he took a moment to enjoy the sweet aroma.
Dathiel’s power had allowed his troops to survive the Empire’s initial onslaught against Abethaal’s border, but that wouldn’t be the case soon. With the discoveries House Mandar’s artificers had made recently—discoveries that were only possible now that they had such an abundance of vatari with which to experiment—the usefulness of his conscripted dustborn armies would soon be coming to an end as well. 
Within a few months, his arcane constructs would be able to bolster his defenses on the border. And within a few years…
By then he’d have an army capable of far more than simply holding his ground. He would be in a position to insist on concessions from the bordering provinces…and eventually from Lomir Drakath itself. Even the Elder Dragons wouldn’t be able to stop him. 
Krynn snickered as he downed the remainder of his glass. Off-hand, he wasn’t sure what he was looking forward to more, watching the Emperor squirm beneath his demands…
Or laughing in the face of a helpless Old God as he realized he had once again been bested by a dragon. 




8
The Old Ways


The road leading north from Halondel was surprisingly well maintained considering how little traffic it garnered, and the glorious view of the Virshale Peaks combined with cool air, sunny sky, and lush foliage made it about a hundred times more pleasant than any similar path in the Droughtlands.  
Still, after a few short hours, I was seriously tempted to shift into a dragon and fly to our destination, even if it meant making multiple trips to carry everyone safely. The lack of sleep was catching up on me. 
But I pushed on regardless, contenting myself with the knowledge that I’d at least get to spend one night in a real bed before heading back underground again. And during that night, I’d finally have the opportunity to sit down and have an unabridged conversation with my wife. 
I spoke with Sariss a bit on the way, of course, mostly about what had happened to her during my five-year absence. I felt a little guilty about not paying as much attention to Tyris, given how much the past few days had involved the two of us being alone together…and me rutting her like a feral beast every chance I got. 
But we kept a quick enough pace it was difficult to have a conversation, though that didn’t stop Borkesh from regaling Tyris with tales about the Ashreavers surviving their own mountain exile. Astonishingly, she listened without complaint…and even seemed to enjoy his boastful tales. Given her tendency for directness, I doubted she was faking, either. It might have been the first time she had ever spoken to someone outside the Vorskai who had lived a similar life. And there was something oddly charming about them bickering over the best way to hunt game. 
I called for a break a few hours into the trip. While I feared that stopping for too long would cause our fatigue to catch up with us that much faster, going without food would eventually do the same. Besides, I still owed Borkesh and Tyris a full explanation of what had happened in the temple. 
The former didn’t even wait until I’d opened my pack. 
“So, do you finally want to fill us in on what we missed back there?” he asked, chewing a hunk of salted meat he must have purchased in town. “You said you were attacked, but not by Wyrmguard. So who was it?”
I sighed and shared a glance with Sariss. She had taken a seat beneath the branches of a towering oak, though rather than open her pack for food, she had pulled out one of the books she had taken from her home. A cool breeze rustled her blue robes and golden hair as she flipped through the pages. 
“We were ambushed right after I found her in the library,” I said. “By a Sarodihm assassin.”
“Godsworn?” Borkesh shook his head. “How in the name of the bloody void could a Godsworn assassin infiltrate a temple of Lahara?”
“He used magic to neutralize my tattoo and nearly suffocate Sariss,” I said, reflexively touching my tunic above the scar. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“But you’re a magic-eater,” the orc said. “I’ve seen you absorb spells a hundred times.”
“He was rending the Pale, not channeling the Aether.”
“What difference does that make?”
“The vatari crystal fragments inside me were corrupted by exposure to the energies of the Pale,” I said. “Apparently, a Palerender who understands that corruption can control it somehow.”
“That seems…bad,” Borkesh managed, his face twisting as if his meat were spoiled. “How did you get out of there?”
“He underestimated Vaz Gorati blood magic,” I said, looking at Sariss. “And the strength of a dragon’s breath.”
“Clearly he never sat near you after you demolished an onion pie at the Bloated Ogre,” Borkesh said dryly.
I snorted. “I still don’t know how he got into the temple, though. None of the other priestesses had any idea he was up there.”
“He may have traveled through the Pale,” Sariss said, her voice oddly distant as she continued thumbing furiously through her book until finally arriving at the page she sought. 
“How is that possible?” Borkesh asked. 
Her blue eyes lingered on the book for a few heartbeats before she looked up at him. “With sufficiently powerful shadow magic, a channeler can shift his physical body into the Pale. Objects which are solid in our world have no substance there. They can easily be bypassed.”
“Assuming you don’t get ripped apart by demons,” I muttered. 
“Or go insane from their whispers,” she agreed. “The technique is forbidden, like most shadow magic. Reckless misuse can tear fractures in the Veil and allow demons to slip through in search of bodies for possession.”
“Rostka,” Borkesh hissed. “Like the Guldroth Clan warlocks.”
“Basically, yeah,” I said, recalling the stories of his people’s long fight with a rival clan about a decade ago. The Guldroth shamans and crones had sundered the Pale and called forth demons to possess the bodies of their fallen warriors. The Ashreavers had barely survived the onslaught. 
The Guldroth hadn’t.
“The Vorskai also tell stories of these warlocks and the destruction they’ve wrought,” Tyris commented quietly. “Our moshalim are forbidden to learn such techniques.”
“There’s a reason the Empire bans the practice,” I said, nodding. “And why no one has used it in thousands of years.”
Borkesh shook his head, his face still twisted in disgust. “You’re telling me that some Godsworn assassin walked through the fucking Pale and appeared inside a temple of Lahara to try and kill you?”
“Or both of us. The timing can’t be coincidence.”
“No shit,” Borkesh growled. “But where did he come from? How did he know you were there?”
“Because it wasn’t just any Sarodihm cultist,” Sariss said. “It was a Ravener.”
I frowned at her. “A what?”
Her expression tightened as she spun her book to reveal an illustration with the same disembodied eye symbol we’d seen in the gauntlet of attacker. “The Cult of the Ravener,” she said. “They haven’t been seen in centuries. But at one time, they worshiped the Old God Dathiel. Not as the Watcher, as he is mostly commonly known, but as the Ravener—a god of hatred and vengeance.”
My frown deepened. As Alamir, I’d been told stories about the various old Sarodihm cults before, but only in the broadest of terms. To the Vaz Gorati who’d tutored me, anyone who swore allegiance to the Old Gods was a confused fanatic unworthy of study or attention. 
“You think the masked assassin was one of these cultists?” I asked. 
“I am certain of it,” Sariss said. “I have spent a great deal of time studying Sarodihm sects recently for…the reasons don’t matter.” She hesitated and swallowed anxiously. “But there are many other such groups. Despite what most people believe, the followers of the Old Gods have never been unified. There are many factions, even among the adherents of a particular deity. Some maintain that the gods were benevolent beings. These groups are more interested in carrying on old traditions than getting revenge against the dragons.”
She glanced back down at her book. “That’s what Sarodihm originally meant—‘Keepers of the Old Ways.’ It wasn’t until many centuries later that the Vaz Gorati began to call them Godsworn.”
“Interesting,” I said. “That’s certainly a more nuanced view than what your sisters teach.”
“Yes,” Sariss murmured. “I know.”
I stayed silent for a moment, wondering where she was going with this but wanting to give her time to collect her thoughts. 
“Other factions in the Sarodihm believe that an eternity of imprisonment within the Pale corrupted the gods, not unlike what the Pale does to vatari,” Sariss said. She reached down to the book and flipped the page. “There is another such group that often worked with the Raveners, the ‘Cult of the Void.’ They worship Illisaya, not as an Eternal Lady dedicated to life and fertility, but as a goddess of entropy and pestilence. A Decaying Mistress.”
Borkesh scoffed. “What kind of idiots would worship a god of plagues?”
“Your people pray to Kalhabek,” I pointed out. “A god of strength and slaughter.”
“A god of victory,” Borkesh correctly tartly. “He gives us strength, but also encourages us to improve ourselves.”
“Through slaughter.”
“Through…well, yes,” the orc said. “Never mind.”
Smirking, I looked back at Sariss. “So, a violent Sarodihm cult sends an assassin to kill us,” I said. “But that still doesn’t explain how they knew we were there. Or why Krynn’s Wyrmguard didn’t try to stop us from leaving town.”
Tyris stirred next to me. “Could they be working together?”
Both of my white eyebrows rose. “An organization dedicated to the destruction of the dragons working with a dragon?”
“It was only a question,” Tyris said a bit defensively. “If the Sovereign’s men were watching her, as you assume, they would have seen you enter the temple. They could have alerted this Ravener.”
“Yes, but the Sarodihm wouldn’t…”
I trailed off as my mind flashed back to my battle with Krynn at Dragonfall. He had used shadow magic to evade me—simple shadow-walking techniques, not full-on teleporting through the Pale, but still…
And then there was the fact that he’d stabbed me with a vatari blade—a blade corrupted by exposure to the Pale. 
“What is it?” Sariss asked. 
“House Mandar was accused of experimenting with shadow magic many years ago,” I said. “And Krynn used a few shadow spells during our last skirmish.”
“So it wasn’t an insane idea,” Borkesh said, offering Tyris an approving grin. “You should humiliate him by demanding an apology.”
“That was not my intent,” she said. 
“No, but it would still be funny.”
Ignoring him, I rubbed at my chin as I paced around the tall oak. 
“Krynn learning some shadow magic isn’t all that surprising,” I murmured. “He’s a pragmatist more than anything, and he’s always respected the drow. Their shadow knights have never been afraid to push the boundaries of magic…but that’s completely different than openly working with the Old Gods.”
“It is unthinkable,” Sariss said, shaking her head. “A dragon working with the Sarodihm?”
I grimaced. “I suppose it could explain why his armies behaved so strangely at Dragonfall, fighting to the last man even though it was hopeless. But it still feels wrong.”
“Especially with those rumors about the Godsworn helping the Underborn in the Reach,” Borkesh said, finger tapping at his tusk. “I had almost forgotten about that. Why would they be helping the Sovereign kill you while also helping the Underborn take over Vimaldis and Sethuil?”
“That’s a good point,” I said. “A really good point. Assuming it’s true. I always figured Tel Kithas was spreading those rumors to try and undermine the rebels.”
Borkesh considered for a few more seconds, then shrugged. “I don’t know, but someone in Olath Shuk might.”
I nodded distantly. Before a few hours ago, the Sarodihm had been the furthest thing from my mind. But now, I thought back to the ruins near the Vorskai settlement where Tyris and I had been attacked by the Chol…and how some of the statues seemed like they had been regenerating. 
Specifically, the statues of Dathiel and Illisaya. 
A dark chill rippled down my spine when I recalled the temple. We had so many other things to worry about right now, like finding Lathriel and Karethys and stopping Krynn. But if the Sarodihm were involved in this, and if they had enough power that their dead gods could once again exert influence in the physical world…
“We can ask around in Olath Shuk,” I said, eyeing Borkesh. “See if anyone has heard anything. It’s on the way regardless.”
“I am not familiar with this city,” Sariss said. “It is a drow settlement in the Virshale Peaks?”
“Beneath them, actually,” I told her. “There’s a passage down into the Underworld to the north of here, about a mile outside a small mining village called Amon Dae. It takes about a day to reach Olath Shuk on foot, then two more to Vimaldis or Sethuil, give or take.”
She frowned and shook her head. “Why have I never heard of this passage?”
“Because you Avetharri haven’t heard about a lot of things,” Borkesh grunted. “Why bother looking down when you can crush everyone beneath your heel?”
Sariss’s cheeks colored with indignation. 
“Olath Shuk isn’t exactly a secret,” I put in before she could reply. “But it’s not on any maps, either. The drow like their privacy.”
“But Abethaal is an Imperial province,” Sariss said. “Do they not have an overseer?”
“Not exactly,” I said, shooting Borkesh a warning look not to mock her ignorance. “You’ll see when we get there. But there’s no reason we can’t spend a night in Amon Dae and get some sleep beforehand.”
“What if the Sovereign’s goons come looking for us?” Borkesh asked. “I keep expecting to see wyverns looping by overhead.”
“Lenya Valley is huge, and they have no idea which way we went,” I said. “Amon Dae is the last settlement out this way and a terrible choice for anyone on the run—unless you know about the passage to the Underworld.”
“And you don’t think he does?”
“No, otherwise Krynn would have tried to do something about it, or at least made an effort to stop the flow of smuggled weapons to the Reach.” I shrugged. “Besides, if he really wants to confront me, he’s more than welcome. I could finish this and save us both a lot of time.”
“Are you speaking as the Sorekûl Drakath now?” Borkesh asked dryly. “Because I thought he was dead.”
“Not just yet,” I said, offering him a thin smile before I turned back to the girls. Tyris was looking at me expectantly, but Sariss…
Sariss had returned her eyes to her book, and her thumb was slowly dragging across the page with the crescent teardrop symbol of Illisaya. Something was clearly bothering her, something she hadn’t vocalized. It was bizarrely out of character for the confident, forthright woman I’d known…but then, that was five years ago when her whole life had been laid out in front of her. A life that had been crushed after I’d vanished. 
I winced. Hopefully it was something more mundane. Perhaps she didn’t want to voice her concerns until we were alone.
“We should get moving again soon,” I said. “In a few hours, we can be eating a hot meal and resting in a warm bed.”
“As long as you’re paying for it,” Borkesh said. “But first, I need to take a piss.”
[image: image-placeholder]We reached Amon Dae several hours before nightfall, early enough that we could have easily pressed past the village and entered the passage into the Underworld if we’d wanted to. But I still didn’t think it was much of a risk to stay here, and the promise of food and sleep after staying up all night was too enticing to pass up. Especially since it meant I’d finally get some private time with Sariss. 
“I haven’t visited this village since I was a child,” Sariss said as we approached it. “It has not changed at all.”
“Lenya Valley is practically frozen in time,” I commented as I looked around. Amon Dae was a stark contrast to Halondel in every conceivable way, especially size. The entire village was little more than a few dozen buildings surrounding a small lake at the base of the mountains. There was no wall for defense, only a single watchtower and an empty aviary platform. 
The locals had been mining copper and silver here for the better part of a thousand years. But as Borkesh and I had learned during our many trips beneath the mountains, it was trade with the Underworld that kept Amon Dae afloat. Shipments of fine drow goods would come in from Olath Shuk, then head down the road to Halondel for sale. 
“I still find it difficult to believe there is an underground city nearby,” Sariss whispered. “You are certain it is the best path for us to follow?”
“It’s the only way through the mountains to the Reach,” I said. “And House Teviss has some people there. I should be able to use them to send a message to my mother no matter where she is.”
Sariss considered. “If she informs the Council of Wyrms that you are alive and that Krynn murdered you, perhaps they will intervene.”
“Perhaps,” I murmured, trying not to sound as pessimistic as I felt. “The Elder Dragons don’t typically get involved in provincial politics. It’s like they vanish into a different reality when they retire to Lomir Drakath.”
“The Empire has been trying to open the vatari shipments for years now, ever since House Mandar took full control of Selod Maril,” Sariss said. “Your presence could be the final spur to action. The Vaz Gorati as well—the sisterhood cannot support a dragon who killed another dragon.”
I nodded but didn’t reply. I had my doubts—big doubts—about the Empire doing much of anything to help a half-drow prince who had gotten himself killed trying to make a deal with the dustborn. Everything was up to me. 
Frankly, I wouldn’t have it any other way. 
The village only had a single modest inn, which wasn’t the least bit surprising given its location. The only people who stayed here with any regularity were smugglers using the exact same passage we planned to use to get to Olath Shuk and the Reach. 
Still, the interior was clean and pleasant enough, and the owner—an elderly faeyn woman with a tanned, age-lined face and a bright smile—didn’t ask any prying questions about our strange group. On the contrary, she insisted that a Vaz Gorati priestess and her entourage were welcome to stay free of charge. 
It was a pleasant gesture, to be sure, though it didn’t solve my biggest problem. Namely, figuring out sleeping arrangements.
Thankfully, Borkesh’s exhaustion handled some of that problem for me. He was so tired he didn’t throw out any sour comments about me and my wives, nor did he go roaming the streets in the hopes of finding a local girl willing to spend a night beneath an orc. He bought some food and drink, headed straight into one of the available rooms, and shut the door behind him.
At the same time, one of the locals outside the inn noticed Sariss’s blue priestly vestments and asked for her blessing and advice. Their conversation, combined with Borkesh’s quick departure, gave Tyris and me an unexpected moment alone.
“All right,” I said, bracing myself for an awkward exchange. “This may sound strange, but—”
“You wish to have time alone with your wife,” Tyris said.
I blinked. “I…to be honest, yes,” I managed. “But I don’t want you to—”
“I understand,” she interrupted, looking back over her shoulder to where Sariss was speaking with the locals on the patio outside the inn. “She has not felt your touch in five years. It would not be right for me to intrude.”
I studied the Vorskai girl’s profile. We had only been together a short time, but I knew enough about her to understand that she wasn’t the type to mask her emotions or her intentions. Which made it all the more remarkable that I didn’t spot a single trace of jealousy or anger on her face. 
Coming here, I had half-expected Tyris to race into our room and stake a claim on my attention. I obviously hadn’t been giving her anywhere near enough credit. Her experience watching the Vorskai sorcerers manage their own harems must have prepared her more than I realized. 
“It is a dragon’s duty to see to the needs of all his wives,” I said. 
“Then I am more eager than ever to become one,” Tyris replied, taking my hand and gently pressing it against her toned stomach. “And accept your brand.”
A rush of heat went through me. I brushed my other hand through her orange hair, then leaned down to plant a soft kiss on her lips. The spark of energy it sent buzzing through my skin made it nearly impossible to pull away. 
“You’ll have it soon,” I assured her. “Sariss can perform the ritual herself once she has the proper materials.”
“I look forward to it,” Tyris said, giving me another smile before she stepped away. “I shall get some rest and prepare for the journey ahead.”
She headed off toward one of the other open rooms, leaving me alone to ponder how much better that had gone than I’d expected…especially after their brief confrontation outside Halondel. 
Eventually, they would have to resolve that disagreement. But for now, at least, I was in the clear. 
Sariss returned from her conversation shortly thereafter, and I promptly took her hand and led her upstairs to the second floor where the innkeeper promised a suite worthy of a blood priestess. It was a pale shadow of the upscale hostels in Tel Kithas, let alone the decadent trappings I’d enjoyed as the Black Prince. But everything looked clean and tidy enough. 
I wasn’t particularly interested in the accommodations, anyway. What mattered was spending time with my wife. 
Our mouths were locked together a heartbeat after the door closed behind us. Sariss moaned in delight at the taste of me, and I felt another dam full of memories burst as she jumped into my arms and wrapped her legs around my waist. 
The sight of her waiting on her knees for me at the center of the ritual circle. The desperation in her voice when she begged me to take her for the first time. The proud smile on her face when she’d strut through the palace bearing her brand for all to see. 
I had promised this girl everything when she’d taken my brand. And I fully intended to make it up to her. 
Grabbing her by the thighs, I lifted her up and carried her over to the bed. I laid down on top of her, bracing on elbows and knees. My hands slid up and down her body as hers did the same to mine. Her priestly robes were easy to push open, and my fingers explored the flesh that had once been so familiar I’d known every inch by touch alone. I could still vividly remember the third night after we’d been married. She’d demanded I spill my dragon seed over every part of her to properly anoint her as my priestess. 
My hands inevitably stopped on her flat belly, and I traced my fingertip in the same pattern as the red Sorokar symbol surrounding her navel. The brand was almost imperceptible, but I’d kissed it so many times I knew the subtle differences in texture between flesh and ink. 
“I never concealed it,” Sariss breathed as our lips briefly parted. Her hand joined mine above her belly, and she pushed my palm flat against her. “I am a dragon wife.”
I smiled and kissed the tip of her nose. “My dragon wife. And you always will be.”
She looked up at me, eyes wide, as her hand suddenly squeezed mine. 
“I missed you so much,” she whispered, her breaths ragged. “I…I almost gave up hope. In everything.”
“I’m here now,” I comforted. “And I’m not going anywhere, I promise.”
She leaned her forehead up against mine…and when she did, I could feel her entire body begin to tremble. “I thought the Goddess was punishing me. That I had failed a dragon. That I hadn’t been submissive or loyal enough—”
“You are perfect,” I assured her, lifting both hands to her face. “In every way. Do you understand?”
The sight of her brilliant blue eyes watering made my heart sink. Prior to Halondel, I’d never seen her cry before. I wasn’t certain I’d ever seen her vulnerable, certainly not like this. She was easily one of the most confident and dedicated women I’d ever met, with an unbreakable will and unshakeable faith. I had watched her cow General Elyon, a Wyrmidon three times her size, with her glare alone. 
By the woman quivering in my arms right now was more like a sandcastle about to crumble before a rising tide. 
“I’m so sorry I didn’t give you a child,” she sobbed. “I wanted to. So badly. But it just didn’t…”
“Shh,” I hushed her, thumbs stroking her cheeks. “You did nothing wrong. You’re everything a First Wife should be and more. Everything I ever wanted.”
I held her eyes for a long moment, making certain she understood I meant every word, before I gently kissed her lips again. 
“You are my Dragon Priestess,” I told her. “And one day soon, you’ll be Dragon Mother. Never doubt that.”
Sariss swallowed heavily. “Then take me,” she pleaded. “Make me yours again.”
I kissed her, harder and more passionately. With every shared breath, every swirl of our tongues, I yearned to convince her the nightmare was over. That I was here. That I was real. And that no matter what happened, I would never let her go again. 
My hands once again slid down her body, drifting along the sides until I reached her panties. I had destroyed many other pairs, and this one was no exception. I ripped the fabric apart with a growl, triggering a surprised—and excited—gasp from her mouth into mine. Her hands found my belt, and soon she was pushing my trousers from my hips. 
I had every intention of making love to her all night and into the morning. Deliberately. Gently. Romantically.
But the tenderness was going to have to wait. After five years of forced separation, I promised myself I wasn’t going to sleep until she’d gone hoarse from crying out my name. 
Her highborn cunt was soaked and ready for me when I brought my tip against her entrance, and her gasp when I pushed inside was just like I was taking her again for the first time. She was every bit as tight as I remembered, and she didn’t wait for me to ease myself deeper. Rolling her hips and churning her thighs, she pulled me inside her where I belonged. 
“Oooohhh,” she cooed, hands raking through my hair as I thrust, sliding in on a tide of slickness until I was pressed firmly at the gates of her womb. “My lord, ngn…!”
Hearing her voice, tasting her breath, feeling her carnal heat…it all brought me back to the binding ritual. In Alamir’s memories, it had only been a few weeks since she’d pledged herself to me. I could perfectly remember every whimper when I’d claimed her, every spasm when I’d made her spend…
“Please…” Sariss begged, taking the back of my head and pulling me down to her lips. “Fuck me!”
Taking her slender wrists in my hands, I pinned them behind her head as I drew out, then hilted myself inside her again. 
Sariss moaned in complete surrender, my wife’s walls clinging to my member as I began to take her with long, deep thrusts. They started out slow, deliberate, but rapidly increased in pace as my desire for her rose up to demand control. Her stiff, sensitive nipples scraped against my chest, drawing further whimpers from her throat. She wanted it. She needed it. 
And I gave it to her as hard as I could. 
“I-I never thought I’d touch you again,” Sariss panted, helpless and loving it as I selfishly ravished her. “I never thought I’d…I’d…oooh!”
She came with an almost violent shudder, back arching and thighs crushing my hips. Looking down into her face, seeing the joy and passion and lust all mixing together amid her fluttering eyelids and gaping mouth, finally pushed me over the edge. 
“Take it!” I groaned as I shot deep inside her, once again filling the young, fertile womb I’d claimed with my brand. I ground my hips against hers while I rode a wave of bliss and yielded to the surge of primal instinct. Sariss squeezed me harder with every spurt, as if terrified I might vanish at any moment…
And then I collapsed on top of her, panting for breath.
“You’re real,” she whispered through a haze of joyful tears. “You’re back.”
“And I’m not leaving,” I promised, brushing wet locks of golden hair from her eyes. “Ever.”




Interlude

The Gathering Storm


The Sarodihm camp was well concealed, even from above. If it hadn’t been, the Skywatch patrols from Sethuil would have found it months ago. But since Lathriel had approached the camp from the air and on foot, she knew exactly where to look. The foothills surrounding the Virshale Peaks may have been vast, but there were still plenty of obvious landmarks for a veteran ranger to keep her place. The bigger obstacle today was keeping her wyvern, Vilyanos, from attracting attention from the city.  
“Easy,” she soothed from the saddle. “Don’t drop too quickly, all right? We’ll take it nice and slow…”
Tugging on the reins, she encouraged Vilyanos to start dropping altitude. They were currently well above the Peaks, and thanks to the early morning mist, they were practically invisible up here. Unfortunately, that same poor visibility was about to work against them when they dove down the side of the mountains.
But she trusted her wyvern’s instincts. He might not be able to understand her words, but they could still communicate just fine. 
Still, this would have been a lot easier with the Aether on her side. The entire mission would be easier, in fact, but there was no point in dwelling on it. The power would be hers again if and when she returned before the siege. And then, mercifully, the ever-present ache of the Wasting Echo would finally abate. 
For now, at least, the bitter chill from the morning air was a bigger problem. She clenched her teeth and Vilyanos began his dive, bracing herself as best she could from the near-freezing gale buffeting her. She had never been more thankful for the extra padding in her dark cloak, nor for the lingering enchantments in her old Skywatch armor meant to protect her from the elements. Wyvern riders who couldn’t protect themselves with magic wouldn’t have been able to fly without it. 
Her concerns about poor visibility and crashing into the mountains proved unnecessary; Vilyanos coasted down the slope of the mountains with practiced ease, and he instinctively pulled up when they reached the foothills and coasted the rest of the way to their destination. It wasn’t long before she spotted the small basin nestled between two sheer cliff faces, and she carefully steered the wyvern into the gorge. 
The whole area reminded her of a much smaller, more cramped version of the Razorback Maw far to the east. Vilyanos had been able to navigate that, too, and he’d handily defeated everyone who’d ever tried to race her. 
Except Alamir. 
A wave of old pain rippled through her as she brought Vilyanos to a mostly smooth landing at the bottom of the gorge. She’d been thinking about Alamir even more than normal these past few days. For whatever reason, that always happened when she was dealing with the Echo. It was like her mind wanted to torment her emotions to help her ignore the physical pain. 
With a heavy sigh, she hopped down from the saddle and started walking across the narrow gorge to the camp. Most of it was underground in the hills, but the outdoor portion was shielded beneath a rocky overhang like a natural awning. 
The Sarodihm sentries had seen her wyvern land, so she didn’t bother announcing her presence. Most of them were so scared of her that she wasn’t surprised they remained behind cover. She had trained quite a few of them herself, and she hadn’t been particularly forgiving. 
The area beneath the overhang was only a hundred feet across and about that deep, but it still provided more than enough room for a basic camp, especially since there weren’t that many Sarodihm here to begin with. A dozen people were seated around a cooking fire eating, while the same number continued preparations for the coming siege. The leatherworkers were helping to patch up damaged armor, while the fletchers were busy making sure there would be enough arrows and bolts to go around. 
Most of the rank-and-file here were humans, though there were plenty of mixed-blood orcs and elves among them as well. Any of them would have fit in perfectly fine in Nost Darah with Karn’s Underborn. 
The Sarodihm elite would not. 
Her eyes drifted to the far side of the camp where a pair of white-robed men were speaking in hushed tones. Their hoods were drawn tight, and their faces were concealed behind metal masks. She couldn’t help but shiver every time she looked upon the Raveners, the fanatical warriors dedicated to the service of the Old God Dathiel. 
She wasn’t entirely sure why they were so unsettling, though. Other than the disembodied eye emblazed on their gloves, they weren’t dressed all that differently than the Spire Sorcerers in Tel Kithas. And objectively, the Spire Sorcerers were more powerful, since these men could only tap into the Aether once they had drawn power from the mirror.
Nevertheless, she kept her distance from them whenever she could. And they weren’t the ones she was here to see. 
“I take it you’re still insistent on going through with this, my dear?”
Lathriel glanced across the camp as another faeyn woman emerged from the entrance to the caves. Slit high up either side of her long legs, Talona’s loose black dress was almost more scandalous than the outfits she wore when she was entertaining Mogra Karn in Nost Darah. Perhaps it wasn’t all that surprising that Illisaya, a goddess of fertility, preferred her priestesses to dress…casually. 
The outfit wasn’t the only change from Talona’s normal appearance. Her dark eyeshadow was painted beneath her eyes to create an image of black tears, streaks of it leading down her cheeks. She wore a golden necklace emblazed with the holy symbol of her goddess, something she never would have done in the presence of Karn and the other rebels. 
“Nothing has changed,” Lathriel said. “The Sovereign could still have a trap waiting for us.”
“If you insist,” Talona replied, as unconvinced as the first time Lathriel had brought this to her attention. “But I still believe it’s a waste of your valuable time when you could be here with your brothers and sisters.”
Lathriel’s cheek twitched as she felt the eyes of the Raveners upon her. “I don’t really belong here,” she said. “I think we both know it.”
“Nonsense,” Talona said, flicking her hand dismissively. “Unlike the Avetharri, the Sarodihm have no need for status and station. We are all equal in the eyes of the gods.”
With some just a little more equal than others, Lathriel thought. 
“And you and I have far more in common than you think,” Talona added. 
Lathriel snorted softly. “Must be why we get along so well.”
The other woman eyed her in silence for a long moment, then took a step forward until they were awkwardly close. “I yearned for a dragon brand once, too, you know.”
Lathriel frowned. “What?”
Talona lowered a black fingernail to her stomach, where the crescent-framed tear of Illisaya was tattooed in red at her navel. “I thought he would be eager to give me one, especially after he’d planted his seed inside me.”
“You…” Lathriel trailed off. “You were a dragon wife?”
“Oh, I wasn’t his wife or even his concubine,” Talona said. “Just a pretty distraction he’d invite to his mansion in Tir Fallas. But when my belly began to swell, the Vaz Gorati were furious. Dragons are supposed to collar their toys, you see. But when he refused to brand a lowborn faeyn, there was only one choice left.”
The woman’s face abruptly hardened. “The Vaz Gorati used their magic to ensure that their precious dragon blood couldn’t blossom in the belly of someone so unworthy.”
Lathriel flinched in disgust. “That’s…monstrous.”
“They would have done the same to you, child, had he gotten you pregnant,” Talona said. “Never forget that.”
A pit of revulsion opened in Lathriel’s gut. The Sarodihm didn’t know about her son—no one did, except for her family. She had been terrified that Krynn would find out…but she hadn’t been all that worried about the Vaz Gorati. For all her dislikes about the order the dragons had built, where women were expected to rejoice in becoming playthings for their betters, she’d have thought that the blood priestesses would have been most interested in protecting a potential dragon child.
“Do you have a plan when you arrive?” Talona asked, taking a step away. 
“Um, yes,” Lathriel said, swallowing. “Fendryl and some of our other allies should already be in the city by now. With luck, I can find out what the raw iron and vatari dust are being used for.”
“I hope you realize you won’t be able to take your wyvern,” Talona said. 
“I know,” Lathriel said. “I assume they’re searching anyone who flies in. I’ll walk through the main gate and blend in like anyone else.”
She paused and glanced behind her. Not that she could actually see Vilyanos from this angle. “Just don’t let anyone else ride him. He has a temper, and he only trusts me. I wouldn’t want anyone else to get stung.”
“Our handlers will take care of him, don’t worry,” Talona said. “He’ll be fresh and ready when you return before the battle.”
Lathriel nodded. “I’m a little surprised you aren’t still in the fortress with Karn.”
“He knows I have work to do here. Our magic is the only reason his rebels stand a chance. Besides, House Teviss was scheduled to bring in one final shipment of weapons from Olath Shuk. He thought it best if I wasn’t around.”
“Of course. Can’t let the Empire know who is really keeping this rebellion afloat.”
“Indeed. Though House Teviss may not mind as much as you’d think. They have been worshiping Zelioth for millennia. They serve the dragons out of necessity, not desire.” Talona’s grin turned sly. “Like so many others, they aid our cause and don’t even realize it. Not unlike the Sovereign himself.”
Lathriel frowned. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“Only that House Mandar has a…complicated history,” the priestess said. “Their rise to power is no accident.”
“They rose to power because Krynn betrayed and murdered the crown prince!” 
“You confuse the end of a path with the beginning, my child.” Talona regarded her for a heartbeat, then shrugged. “Suffice to say, the Sovereign has aided our cause far more than he realizes. And he may continue to aid it for some time.”
“He won’t be able to aid anyone when he’s dead,” Lathriel said. “That is our goal, isn’t it? To kill the Sovereign?”
“One goal of many, yes. And you will have your vengeance soon, do not worry.” Talona smiled again. “Are you absolutely certain I cannot convince you to stay?”
“I’m going,” Lathriel said. “Just take care of Vilyanos for me.”
“Of course. But do be careful. The gods still have plans for you, child.” 
Yes, Lathriel thought as she turned away. I’ll bet they do.




9
Confessions


A sliver of moonlight filtered in through the window of our room, dappling Sariss’s naked body in warm blue light. She was laying on her side with me tucked in behind her, drifting in and out of consciousness as I kissed her shoulder and ran my fingers along her flank.  
We’d discarded the rest of our clothes after our first bout, after which she had insisted upon spending two hours reacquainting her lips and fingers with my manhood. Thanks to her blood magic, she could restore my stamina almost as easily as Tyris, though with the added benefit—and annoyance—of being able to keep me perpetually on the edge. When she’d finally allowed me to spill again, the explosion had been so intense I’d practically drowned her.
Two additional rounds and several hours after that, exhaustion had finally gotten the better of us. Having skipped out on sleep last night to fly across the province instead, I didn’t know how much longer I’d be able to keep my eyes open. 
But for some reason, I didn’t want to sleep. Perhaps I was scared that if I closed my eyes, I’d wake up and discover that none of this was real…or that my memories were playing a trick on me and I’d never reunited with my wife after all. 
“I can’t believe you were here this whole time,” Sariss whispered, eyes still closed. “In Abethaal, just out of reach.”
“I know,” I murmured. “If I think about it too much, I’m worried it might drive me mad.”
Her hand touched mine, lifting it from the smooth skin of her outer thigh and sliding it down to her stomach. I could once again feel the subtle contours of the brand upon her flesh. 
“There are things you need to know,” Sariss said. “About what happened after your…death.”
I frowned even as I gently kissed my way up the back of her neck all the way to her pointed ear. “What do you mean?”
She swallowed. “I found it…difficult to accept that you were gone. For a time, I held out hope that you may have already seeded me. That I could dedicate myself to our child in your memory. But then…”
Sariss trailed off and took a deep breath.
“After Krynn began his reforms, it occurred to me I was fortunate,” she went on. “His allies were watching me very closely in those first few months, especially his new Dragon Priestess.”
“Let me guess,” I said. “Miniel?”
“Yes,” Sariss confirmed. “I would have left Tel Kithas earlier than I did, but she was quite insistent that I stay. At first, I thought she was being sympathetic…that she wanted me to continue feeling welcome in the palace despite what happened. It wasn’t until much later I realized the truth.”
“She was watching you,” I whispered. “To make sure you weren’t pregnant.”
Sariss nodded. “I don’t know what she would have done if my belly had begun to swell. The Vaz Gorati should have taken the child into our care, at least until he came of age and could be subject to a proper blood reading.”
“But you don’t think that would have happened.”
“I don’t know,” she admitted. “Krynn is a dragon. His will is law.”
“Even if his will threatens the Empire and other dragons?”
Sariss didn’t reply for several long heartbeats. “There has not been such strife between the Wyrm Lords in many generations. The Sisterhood is wary of worsening the divide. Until or unless Krynn threatens other dragons directly, they are content to wait.”
I shook my head, angry bile rising in my throat. “Krynn wouldn’t have let you give birth. He would have figured out some way to have you disappear.”
“Your mother was of the same opinion.”
I grunted softly. “After you what you told me before, I’m surprised she didn’t have bodyguards protecting you non-stop.”
“She did,” Sariss said. “I was simply unaware of it.”
I frowned. “What do you mean?” 
“It was late one night outside the Temple of the Dragon Goddess when I realized I was being followed. It was nothing sinister—just a parishioner who wished to speak with me. But the moment he got close, a drow woman emerged from the shadows and tackled him.”
Sariss shook her head. “I was furious and didn’t understand. I threatened to call the Guard, but she revealed that the Dragon Mother had sent her to watch and protect me.”
An odd and unfamiliar swell of pride rose inside me. My mother and I had argued all the time, but there was no one in the world I wanted to speak with more than her right now. 
“Once enough time had passed, I requested to move back here to this temple where I could be close to my family,” Sariss said. “Miniel didn’t hesitate to let me go. By then, she knew I posed her Sovereign no threat.”
“I’m surprised Irileth didn’t send someone with you,” I commented.
Sariss shrugged. “She may have, for a time. I don’t know. But I felt safe in Halondel, just…lonely.”
I nuzzled the tip of her ear, then planted a kiss in her golden hair. I had no idea what I could say that hadn’t already been said. But then, perhaps she didn’t want me to say anything. 
Perhaps she just wanted me to listen. 
“There is more,” Sariss said. “Do you recall when I mentioned my recent studies of Sarodihm cults?”
“Yes,” I said, surprised at the abrupt change of subject. “What about it?”
“For most of the last year, I have been attempting to piece together the parts of an old ritual created by a Vaz Gorati Sister almost two thousand years ago. The research eventually led me to a sect of Godsworn worshiping the Eternal Lady.”
A dark tingle crawled down the back of my neck. “I’m not sure I understand.”
Sariss drew in a deep breath. “The sister, Fenwen, was also the wife of a dragon, but her husband was slain in battle before he bred her. She mourned for many years before remembering that a part of him remained with her.”
She squeezed my hand tighter against her brand. “The vatari binds a dragon to his wives, through her blood and his seed.”
“You mean…” I trailed off as I searched for the right words. “She used her brand to get pregnant?”
“Yes.”
I vividly recalled the night of our binding, where she’d taken me into her mouth, then allowed my seed to dribble down her neck and between her breasts all the way to the brand on her belly. But that was the complete opposite of filling her womb. 
“How is that possible?”
“It may not be,” Sariss said quietly. “She may have needed help. There were rumors about her reaching out to the priestesses of the Eternal Lady for aid.”
The dark tingle in my neck returned. “Are you saying you reached out to them as well?”
“I…established contact,” she whispered. “But I made no commitments of any kind. I was intent on performing the ritual myself if at all possible. But if you hadn’t returned when you did…”
My mouth felt dry. I had known all along how much she wanted to bear me children and give me a dragon heir. But to contemplate using some type of blood magic ritual and to reach out to followers of the Old Gods…
“I honestly don’t know if I would have been able to go through with it,” Sariss said, sounding disgusted with herself. “But by returning you to me, Lahara may have spared me from my own foolishness.”
She shifted on the mattress until she was facing me. The guilt and regret in her blue eyes made her look wretched. 
“I know I did not need to tell you this,” she whispered. “But I wanted you to understand.”
I pulled her more tightly against me. “I’m so sorry. I can’t even imagine what it’s been like for you.”
“It’s no excuse,” she said. “I should never have allowed myself to even consider enlisting their aid. But after reading Sister Fenwen’s account so many times, I began to feel a kinship with her. And imagining her struggles made me feel less…isolated.”
“You don’t have to worry about that anymore,” I told her. “You’re not alone.”
Sariss smiled faintly. “Neither are you. I must admit, it’s difficult to picture you working alongside an orc.”
“The old Alamir probably wouldn’t have believed it, either,” I said. “But despite his surliness, Borkesh has been my best and sometimes only friend since I woke up.”
She reached out and gently brushed aside a strand of my white hair. It probably seemed strange to her, considering how short I used to keep it. 
“And what of the Vorskai girl?” she asked. 
“What about her?”
“She claims you are her bond-mate,” Sariss said. “That you are Mas’Kari.”
“She’s…let’s just say she’s following a path that was set for her,” I said. “The Vorskai believe that—”
“Have you taken her?”
I paused, momentarily thrown by the question. “Erm…yes.”
“I see,” Sariss murmured. “And you have spilled inside her?”
Despite our naked closeness, I flushed. “Yes. Several times.”
Her cheek twitched. “But she is not collared. Or branded.”
I sighed. Even as First Wife—even as Dragon Priestess—she had no authority to tell me which females I could and couldn’t breed. Wyrm Lords, by law, had access to the womb of nearly any unmarried woman of age they wanted…with a few important exceptions here and there. 
In practice, though, the Vaz Gorati had plenty of unwritten protocols that dragons were expected to follow. Females who weren’t branded needed to be collared to prevent pregnancy, like concubines. In their eyes, it was the only way to prevent lowborn females from bearing children they did not deserve. 
“No, she’s not,” I said. “But you can help me change that. She wants the brand.”
“And you believe it is wise to take this half-human as a wife?” Sariss asked. 
“I know it is,” I said firmly. “And once you get to know her, you’ll understand why.”
She gazed into my eyes for a long moment, her face unreadable. “It is your decision, of course, my lord. Any female you desire is yours.”
“The Vorskai believe that she and I are destined to end the Blood Drought,” I said. “I don’t know if that’s true or not, but I do know that she’s special. And committed. And very powerful, as a warrior and a sorceress.”
“And carries the blood of a Great House,” Sariss added quietly. She exhaled slowly, then shook her head. “It is difficult to believe that the dustborn were right. I…I did not believe them. Not even after you agreed to meet with them at Dragonfall.”
“I know. And I understand it’s difficult to accept. But I promise you, Tyris is worthy.”
“Then she will be yours,” Sariss said. “I will prepare her for you myself. And discipline her if she does not properly submit to your will…or sate your desires.”
“I don’t think that will be necessary,” I said, suppressing a smile. “But when we have a moment, perhaps tomorrow, I would appreciate it if you would give her a proper blood reading.”
She raised an eyebrow. “You are not certain she has the blood?”
“I’m almost certain. At the very least, she’s one of the most powerful sorceresses I’ve ever met. My scar can feed off her power with the slightest touch even when she isn’t channeling the Aether. It’s…incredible.” I paused. “But she’s never changed form, and no matter what the Vorskai believe, they can’t perform a true blood reading like you can.”
“Truth lies buried in the blood,” Sariss said, echoing the old mantra. “We shall find it together.”
She smiled again, then gently took hold of my hips and rolled me back on top of her. Her long legs spread wide, as if inviting her Wyrm Lord home. 
“But tonight,” she said, taking my manhood in her hands and guiding it back to her waiting quim, “is all about us.”
[image: image-placeholder]As was so often the case, morning came more quickly than I would have liked. Though this one brought with it the mouthwatering scent of bacon and spiced potatoes, which Sariss had helpfully retrieved from the kitchen downstairs and brought up to our room. I had no sooner leaned up on my side of the bed before she gave me a kiss, handed me the plate, and then got down on her knees and took me into her mouth. 
I certainly wasn’t going to complain if she wanted to revive this particular tradition after five years apart. The Vaz Gorati may not have considered it an official duty of a Dragon Priestess, but I had a feeling that would change after Sariss finally became the head of their order in Abethaal. 
She finished her breakfast long before I got through mine, and I enjoyed watching her lean back on her haunches and roll my bounty across her tongue. She hummed softly, eyes fluttering as she performed a reading on my seed as she did every time she swallowed me. It had always seemed to bring her great pleasure before, and today was no different. 
Tyris and Borkesh were eating downstairs in the common room when we joined them, and he was regaling her with yet another tale about some personal hunting triumph he’d achieved as a boy. And strangely, she apparently hadn’t learned to tune him out yet. She was sitting there attentively as she ate, and even asked some discerning questions. Either she’d learned the secret to getting on his good side quickly…or she actually enjoyed what he had to say. I wasn’t sure which was more believable. 
After restocking a few provisions at the general store in town—and after slipping the innkeeper a few golden drakadas when she wasn’t looking—we set off for the mountains just to the north. The entrance to the Underworld passage wasn’t easy to find if you didn’t know where to look, and it had been long enough since our last visit that Borkesh and I had to take some time to reacquaint ourselves with the landmarks. 
But ultimately, it only took us perhaps half an hour to locate the well-concealed cavern nestled between two hills, and I encouraged everyone to take their last breath of fresh air before we went inside. 
With Tyris’s fire magic, we didn’t have to worry much about light, thankfully, and the terrain in this particular passage was flat and well-trodden. The same was absolutely not true about the paths to Vimaldis and Sethuil farther to the north, but I tried not to dwell on that before we got there. 
We kept a good pace through the tunnels as they transitioned from something more akin to old mining shafts into full-blown caverns with ceilings so high that Tyris’s firelight couldn’t even reach them. She and Sariss were both thrown off-balance by the experience of walking through an empty, echoing darkness for miles on end, though at least Tyris had some similar experience from the gorm tunnels used by the Vorskai. Sariss did not, and she stayed close to me as we moved. 
We didn’t spot any other travelers on the way, which wasn’t all that surprising. The smuggling route moved plenty of goods, but typically in large, infrequent shipments. I doubted that more than half a dozen caravans came through here in a year. Still, we spotted plenty of marks from wagons that had traveled through here in the past, especially once the stone ground became so dusty it was like walking on loose dirt. 
I kept expecting a band of troglodytes or hooked horrors to emerge from the darkness to attack us, but we took steps to ensure they left us alone. Staying quiet was one, though avoiding knocking stones into the many bottomless chasms was a close second. Eventually, Tyris didn’t even need her flame, thanks to the eerie green glow of the increasingly common luminescent lichen. 
Later, after nearly a full day of walking, we finally saw lights sparkling across a vast cavern as we approached the underground city of Olath Shuk. 
The girls spent the remainder of the walk with stunned looks on their faces, and I couldn’t exactly blame them. The idea of an entire world—an entire civilization, really—living beneath your feet was inherently unsettling. If Borkesh and I hadn’t come through here so many times, I would have been disturbed, too. 
Rasmus had thought that the existence of cities like this was evidence that the Empire wasn’t as perfect or as powerful as the Wyrm Lords liked to believe. The mass drow exodus to Sulinor in the far east was proof of that. Even the emperor and the Elder Dragons hadn’t been able to stop them. 
But now, approaching the city for the first time with Alamir’s memory, I looked at it all a bit differently. I started thinking back to the lessons my history tutors had given me while I was growing up. The common theme of every dying empire, they’d insisted, was the inability of the people on top to understand the plight of the people below. That failing had doomed many civilizations in the ancient world, and it had even doomed the Old Gods themselves, who’d been unable to prevent their own followers from rising up against them and casting them into the Pale. 
Looking back, the strangest part had been how the tutors had used those stories to demonstrate why the Avethian Empire—our Empire—still endured when so many others had failed. Having grown up as a half-drow in a court filled with pureblooded highborn, I’d been utterly baffled by their conclusion, even when I’d been a child. I vividly remembered speaking with them about the plight of the drow and the faeyn and the dustborn, and how precious few in the palace seemed to know or care.
But my tutors had been immune to my arguments. To them, the reign of the Wyrm Lords represented a completely unique moment in history where prosperity and justice had finally triumphed over avarice and corruption. The drow and the faeyn had prospered under Avetharri stewardship, like everyone else. 
I wasn’t until I was older that I realized how easy it was to blind yourself to realities you didn’t want to see. And now, as we approached Olath Shuk, I realized there may have been no better example of that blindness than the “Dark Market” itself. 
“Sanathar’s breath,” Sariss gasped as we crossed beneath the massive stone archway separating the cavern behind us from the city like a natural gate. “It is…”
“Enormous,” Tyris finished. “Zor kalah…”
“Just try and keep those jaws from dropping too much,” Borkesh muttered. His ax was still fastened to his back, but his red eyes were keen and vigilant. “We don’t want to look like newcomers.”
“He’s not wrong,” I said, my own senses alert. 
If one ignored the nature of the inhabitants—and the distinct lack of a skyline—Olath Shuk looked like any other large settlement on the surface. The winding streets, the rows of houses, the endless stream of foot traffic…
But the similarities mostly ended there. Without the benefit of the sun, the entire city was illuminated by the eerie green glow of luminescent lichen supplemented by thousands of violet glowstones. The buildings were different, too, with most having been chiseled from a purple-tinged stone. The largest buildings, mighty spires owned by the various drow noble houses and the massive, imperious temple to Zelioth the Spider Queen, had been carefully shaped by earth magic. 
The inhabitants were a far more diverse lot than any Imperial settlement, as well, even bustling ports like Baradar. Plenty of surfacers lived here, including elves and dustborn, but also plenty of others, from fish-headed skulloc to hulking minotaurs to demon-tainted alushae. The only other place I’d visited that was remotely comparable was the Crawl in Vimaldis, an underground section of the city that appeared like someone had stolen a neighborhood from this place and teleported it fifty miles away. 
Still, despite the kaleidoscopic variety of the inhabitants, Olath Shuk remained an unmistakably drow city, both architecturally and culturally. The city was great at everything the drow were great at. Espionage, murder, subterfuge…
And sex. 
Olath Shuk had a truly absurd number of pleasure houses, all secretly run by one drow noble house or another. They doubled as dens of espionage and occasionally even assassination. Yet somehow, they still managed to be fun.
As Rasmus, I’d felt no shame at all about enjoying any delight on offer. His—my—first night with a pair of Pain Maidens was an experience I’d never forgot. Just thinking about it made my skin tingle where their claws and teeth had pierced my flesh before I’d fucked them both into oblivion…
“There was a time when I wondered if the Vorskai might have built their own underground settlements like this,” I said to Tyris, dragging my thoughts out of that libidinous abyss before it was too late. Our group looked awkward enough strolling through the bustling plaza here at the city’s southern edge without me having a raging erection. “I didn’t realize you’d found a way to live aboveground safely in the mountains.”
“We would never live like this,” Tyris said, turning to gawk at a skulloc merchant loudly trying to sell the cooked remains of some abominable underground horror as food. 
“Humans and elves are too weak to live without sunlight,” Borkesh said with a grunt. “Most wouldn’t last a week down here.”
I flashed him a sour look. “Your clan has never lived underground, either. In fact, you get crabby every time we’re down here for more than a few hours.”
“I don’t get crabby,” he protested. “I prefer the open air, that’s all.”
“Uh-huh.”
The orc scowled at me, but his expression abruptly lightened when we entered one of the lanes and turned a corner. “I can survive down here just fine. I already know where I’m staying tonight.”
I followed his gaze across the street to the red and purple lights of a pleasure den. A pair of scantily-clad drow females were dancing seductively on the second-level balcony, their lithe bodies encircled by shadowy magic tendrils that concealed only the smallest sliver of their gray flesh. 
“You didn’t even last an hour the last time we were here,” I reminded him. “That Pain Maiden broke you in no time.”
Borkesh scoffed. “Hardly! I told you then, no female was worth that much coin.”
“That is what you said. But you had all those whip marks, and it really looked like you’d been crying—”
“I don’t have to take this,” he snarled. “You do whatever you want to do here, but I’m going to entertain myself.” 
He started to storm off, but I caught him by the arm.
“No, you’re going to take care of them,” I said, voice turning serious. I came to a halt in the middle of the street and gestured to Sariss and Tyris. “This isn’t a safe place to wander around, certainly not for a highborn and a half-human who can’t see particularly well.”
“I am not frightened,” Tyris insisted. “I will defend the priestess from anyone who wishes to harm her.”
I looked over the two women. Sariss remained a beacon of composure, though I could see plenty of cracks forming in the façade. After a day of walking through the blackness, waves of nervous energy were practically rolling off her. 
Tyris, by contrast, seemed irritable. Every time someone passed too close, I feared she might unsheathe her blade.
“I know,” I said. “But the best way to prevent a confrontation down here is to look like you belong. The two of you will be better off with Borkesh.”
“What are you planning to do?” Sariss asked, frowning. 
“Make contact with House Teviss,” I said, keeping my voice low. “But they don’t advertise their presence here, and I need to do it alone. Trust me, it’s for the best.”
“I should not leave your side,” Tyris said. “If you are attacked—”
“He’s right,” Borkesh interrupted with a resigned sigh. “Taking us with him will only make things more difficult.”
Tyris and Sariss both looked at him with surprise. I smiled thinly and offered him a quick nod of thanks for having my back. 
“It shouldn’t take me too long, a few hours at most,” I said. “Why don’t you take them to that tavern near the northeastern gate? The one run by that half-orc from Vimaldis who likes you.”
“Gazaga?”
“That’s the one. You spent hours flirting with her the last time we were here.”
“I wasn’t flirting,” Borkesh said. “I prefer females with both tits.”
“We can’t always pick and choose,” I replied dryly. “The point is that it’s probably the safest place for now. We can figure the rest out when I get back.”
Borkesh growled in the back of his throat even as Sariss and Tyris looked utterly dumbfounded. Not that I blamed them. Life down here wasn’t anything like either of them were used to. 
“Fine, but don’t take too long,” Borkesh said. “And remember, if you get yourself killed again, I’m claiming your females as my own.”
The glare both women shot him could have melted adamantine, but I just gave him a wry grin. 
“I’ll be back soon,” I promised. “Good luck.”
[image: image-placeholder]Unlike most cities on the surface, Olath Shuk didn’t have any clear distinguishing markers between the wealthy and poor sections. Since every district was controlled by a different drow house, they all had their own ecosystems almost as if ten individual towns had been sewn together. The result was that the seedier areas were smaller but more frequent, sometimes only a single street or block. 
The district I was looking for, ostensibly run by House Zhantis, was perhaps the sole exception to that rule. Half the district looked like it belonged in the Crawl in Vimaldis, with drow being the minority. I had to imagine there was a historical reason for the difference, but I didn’t particularly care about such details right now. I just wanted to find a contact, send a message, and then get the hell out of here. 
All told, it only took me about twenty minutes to ask the right people the right questions and find out where I needed to go. Five minutes after that, I was approaching a surprisingly upscale-looking tavern. From the outside, the music sounded as light and cheery as something I’d expect from a faeyn song house. 
The interior quickly shattered that image, however, with its dark, broody lighting and generally ominous mood. The circular bar area at the center of the room was reasonably well lit, but the tables surrounding it were cloaked in long, foreboding shadows. Glowing red and blue eyes looked at me from beneath drawn cowls, and I had to resist the urge to draw my swords. 
Following the instructions I’d been given, I flashed the minotaur bartender a drow hand signal, which triggered a snort and a gesture toward the staircase in back. I made my way down to the basement, trying to strike the proper balance between nonchalant and menacing that would keep everyone else away. 
The downstairs area was little more than a glorified cellar, with four bottle-filled shelves on my left and a few open casks on my right. A single table with a worn stack of playing cards rested in between, and the lone drow seated opposite an empty chair was amusing himself by whittling away at a block of wood. 
“Business seems good,” I said, trying to sound playful rather than sarcastic but not entirely succeeding. 
The man looked up from his knife long enough to glare at me with his faintly glowing red eyes. “Pisser’s out back.”
“Good to know. But that’s not why I’m here.”
The man didn’t move. 
“Usstan ssrig’luin ulu kus natha char’riss,” I said. “Naudal lil Tulshar.”
Speaking in Qevlâs, the drow tongue, definitely got his attention. Though I had to remind myself that I didn’t look all that much like a dark elf anymore. Raz understood that, but Alamir didn’t. Once again, that mental dissonance between my two lives was annoying as hell. 
“That sounds expensive,” he said.
“I have the gold,” I assured him. “The question is how quickly you can get it to Lomir Drakath.”
His lip may have twitched; it was difficult to tell. “A week. Maybe more.”
“You have four days.”
The man snorted as if I were joking, but the look on my face apparently convinced him otherwise. “Four days? That means a wyvern and a good rider.”
“I’m aware,” I said coolly. “And I’m willing to pay. The question is whether you can get it done?”
“Maybe,” he replied quietly. “Let’s see the gold.”
I stared at him hard, half tempted to draw one of my blades to ensure he knew how serious I was. But threatening the guy who could throw your letter away the moment you walked out the door wasn’t a smart way to do business, so I simply nodded and reached inside my vest instead. 
My fingers were halfway to the coin purse when I saw his eyes flick toward the stairs behind me. The motion was so subtle I would have missed it if my mother hadn’t spent so much time teaching me the importance of staying alert. That same training was why I felt the subtle brush of air at my neck…and why I spun and caught the wrist behind me before my assailant could drive a knife through my back. 
Dropping to a half-crouch, I lifted my attacker up and over me, then slammed his body onto the table—or rather, her body. The breathless groan when the air wheezed from her lungs had a distinctively feminine pitch, but I didn’t let that stop me from unsheathing one of my moonsilver blades and bringing it to her throat. 
Except that an instant before the metal could reach her flesh, she vanished into a cloud of shadows…only to reappear several yards away with a small crossbow in hand. I instinctively crouched, intending to shoulder the table onto its side and use it as cover—
Only to freeze when I looked into her faintly glowing violet eyes. 
The same violet eyes that had hired Rasmus to capture Tyris. The same violet eyes I had looked into countless times while we made love. 
“Put down the sword,” Karethys said. “We need to talk.”




Interlude

The Contact


Ever since Valion Sorokar had launched his defense edict decades earlier, Sethuil had practically become a fortress. Situated on a high plateau, with mountains at its back and a single path leading up to it, the city seemed impregnable. The walls and battlements surrounding the only gate were protected by hundreds of archers as well as two relatively new defensive towers with ballistae on top. And according to the Underborn spies living inside the city, those giant, unwieldly crossbows were supported by Avetharri windcallers who could dramatically improve their aim—enough to shoot wyverns out of the sky with relative ease. 
This is what the Underborn are going to face, Lathriel thought darkly as she approached the city on foot. Starvation…or a march into the jaws of the void. 
Not that the rebels would be completely helpless. Their sorcerers had been able to shield their army quite well during the attack on Vimaldis, and Imperial operatives had been training them in how to further refine their techniques. And with Sarodihm magic to augment their siege weapons, they might even have a chance to breach the walls before most of them were killed. 
Unless Krynn had a new surprise waiting for them. That was why she was here…and why this would hopefully be worth the risk. 
For the first time Lathriel could remember, there was no line of merchant caravans traveling up the long, winding path into Sethuil. Barely anyone was on the road, actually, which made her wonder if this plan of hers might have been a bad idea after all. She’d counted on being able to blend in with the flow of travelers…except there was no flow. By the time she finished her ascent up the path, she was the only traveler aside from a single supply caravan with only three carriages. 
Too late to turn back now, she thought as she tugged the cowl of her cloak tighter. Gods protect me.
Taking a deep breath, Lathriel approached the guards at the gate, suddenly wondering if she should have left her bow behind. She hadn’t wanted to go anywhere unarmed, especially without her new magic, but if the weapon raised too much suspicion from over-eager guards…
But it didn’t. The men asked her a few routine questions about her business in the city, then waved her on without a second glance. As she passed beneath the barbican and looked up at the arrow slits and oil traps, she wondered why a city on the brink of a siege didn’t have tighter security. It wasn’t until she was through the gate and standing on the other side that the answer became clear. 
They weren’t trying to keep people out—they were trying to keep people in. 
Lathriel counted at least a hundred Avetharri soldiers in the courtyard on the other side of the gate, most forming a wall of shields and spears blocking the only road leading out of the city. Their formation was facing inward, not outward, and the officers were busy informing an irate crowd of mostly women that it was “too dangerous” to leave. From the shouting, the locals didn’t agree. 
Karn and Talona were right, she thought. This was a mistake. There’s no way out.
The grim realization brought a silent curse to her lips. If she couldn’t get out of here before the siege, she wouldn’t be able to use the mirror…
A ripple of pain surged through her right arm, as if reminding her of the cost of being denied the Old Gods’ power. The lingering effects from the Wasting Echo had mostly faded to a dull, full-body ache, but she was still eager to be rid of it. And more importantly, she would need that magic during the siege. 
No, she scolded herself. I didn’t need magic before, and I don’t need it now. If worse comes to worse, I can still wreak havoc here in the city behind the lines. 
Steeling herself against the renewed throbbing in her arm, she stepped up to the barricade of guards. The officer waved her along impatiently, a gesture she knew he wouldn’t repeat when and if she turned around. She was committed now, and that was all there was to it. 
The only good news was that no one else paid her much attention, either. A faeyn woman with a bow and hunter’s garb just wasn’t that interesting with everything else that was going on, which meant that she’d at least be able to accomplish her original mission. 
A mission that might be moot, given that even if she found a nasty surprise waiting for the Underborn, she likely wouldn’t be able to warn them about it. 
Focus, she admonished herself as she left the barricade behind. Find your contact. If anyone knows how to slip out of the city, it’s him.
The farther she moved from the gate, the less obvious it became that anything was wrong. The locals were busy going about their daily business, including lounging in the open-air taverns that seemed to be on every street corner these days. The culture in Sethuil was a strange mix of overinflated self-importance combined with Imperial decadence that she found particularly off-putting. While Vimaldis had spent the last thousand years becoming a melting pot of cultures, both dustborn and elven, the people of Sethuil liked to see themselves as only one step removed from the Tel Kithas elite. In their eyes, they were a bulwark against the dustborn of the Droughtlands and the “uncultured simpletons” of the Reach. 
Lathriel had nearly made it to her destination when a flicker of movement from a nearby alley caught her attention. There was someone there—a figure who had definitely reacted to something. And since no one else in her vicinity seemed particularly interesting, that something must have been her. 
All the subterfuge of the past few years had taught her to keep her cool, however, and she didn’t even break her stride. She kept an eye on the alley as she drew closer, then began to subtly adjust her path to avoid walking directly in front of it. 
Just before she got there, a cloaked figure leaned back out…and covertly waved her over. She hesitated for a heartbeat, right up until she noticed the white hair peeking out of his hood—and the glowing red eyes beneath it. 
Lathriel smoothly adjusted course, then joined him in the alley. They walked together in silence for almost a whole minute before he turned into another dead-end alley, then stopped. 
“Sanathar’s breath,” Fendryl said. “What are you doing here?”
“Reconnaissance,” she told him, glancing behind her to ensure no one had followed. 
“Reconnaissance?” the drow man asked with disbelief. “But that’s why I’m—”
“Keep your voice down,” she admonished.
Fendryl scoffed, then crossed his arms. “We’re fine,” he soothed. “I’m the one who has been stuck in this city on and off for weeks, remember?”
“I remember.” 
Lathriel felt a rush of embarrassed heat and hoped that her hood would hide the red in her cheeks. She didn’t mean to be so short with him. Fendryl and the other House Teviss spies had taken many risks on behalf of the rebel cause, far beyond just helping to move the shipments she captured. He had been working in Sethuil since Vimaldis fell, helping to lay the groundwork for the inevitable siege. 
“What the hell is going on at the gate?” Lathriel pressed. “When did they stop letting people leave?”
“Just recently,” Fendryl said. “The city’s been steadily bleeding people for months now. Evidently, the overseer finally decided he’d had enough.”
“But why? The only people trying to leave are women and children.”
“And plenty of men hiding in the wagons among them.” He snorted contemptuously and made a broad gesture with his gloved hand. “These highborn don’t have much will to fight. Sometimes makes me wonder how they ever forged the Empire in the first place.”
“Dragons and magic,” Lathriel said bluntly. “The overseer is really that worried about losing a few extra militia?”
“That’s part of it,” Fendryl said. “But it’s not the main reason. The Sovereign visited for an inspection two days ago. He gave the order to bottle up the gate himself.”
Lathriel felt her entire body tense at the mention of Krynn. “But why?”
“Because if the rebels take the city now, they’ll look even more barbaric when they kill a bunch of women and children.”
Her chest tightened. “I have no love for Karn, but he’s not cruel enough to order his men to slaughter children.”
“He won’t need to. Half the buildings in this city will get burned to the ground in the fighting, you know that.” Fendryl shrugged. “But I assume the Sovereign’s thinking about the occupation. If you keep a few thousand extra civilians in the city, it means the rebels will have to deal with them. Unrest, riots…and a lot more mouths to feed.”
“When their soldiers are already starving,” Lathriel whispered, a wave of nausea rising inside her. “It’s monstrous.”
“It’s war,” he replied. “Some might say the Empire’s forgotten how to fight one. Or what they’re really like.”
“You say that like it’s a bad thing. No one should have to live through this.”
Fendryl didn’t respond immediately, and Lathriel closed her eyes and forced herself to take a deep breath. Her thoughts kept flashing to her son. She couldn’t even imagine what she would do if he were trapped here instead of safely tucked away to the east…
An old memory of Alamir’s face flashed unbidden to her thoughts. She couldn’t help but wonder what he’d say right now. Would he be furious that she had left their son in someone else’s charge, or would he understand why she needed to hunt down the man—the dragon—that had killed him?”
“I guess that explains why they let me in so easily,” she said, rubbing her temples to try and banish the headache she felt looming. “I’m an elf with a weapon, and they figure I might use it to shoot some rebels.”
“If only they knew the truth,” Fendryl replied dryly. “But seriously, what are you hoping to find here? I’m surprised Karn would risk sending you like this.”
“Karn didn’t have a choice,” Lathriel said. “I wanted to know what that shipment of raw materials was for. In case the Sovereign was planning something big.”
“Ah, of course…” Fendryl nodded. “You were right to be concerned. He did have something planned.”
Her brow furrowed. “But he doesn’t anymore?”
“No. At least, not here.” Fendryl stepped past her to the alley bend to ensure no one was eavesdropping. “After his inspection yesterday, there was a bit of a commotion near an abandoned manor house on the northeastern side of the city. I did a little poking around, and I realized the artificers had been working on something below the manor.”
“Below? Like in the cellar?”
“Yes. Apparently they converted the whole thing into a workshop to assemble golems.”
“Golems,” Lathriel breathed as the pieces of the mystery fell into place. “Of course. Iron to forge the body, vatari to enchant the runes.”
“A lot of vatari,” Fendryl said. “There’s a reason the Empire doesn’t use them more often. But with Selod Maril not shipping the crystals anywhere else…”
“Krynn has more than enough to spare,” she reasoned. “But you said they stopped making them?”
“Our raids on their shipments must have had a bigger impact than we thought,” Fendryl said, offering her a thin but satisfied smile. “Rumor is, he scrapped the whole plan. The artificers and the remaining materials left for Tel Kithas this morning. They only managed to finish a few of those things. They’ll make taking the city a bit harder, but I don’t think there are enough to turn the tide.”
Lathriel let that percolate in her mind. She had only seen a few runic constructs in her lifetime. As far as she knew, the only ones in the entire province were in Selod Maril…and probably the palace vault in Tel Kithas. 
“The Empire has provided us with enough adamantine arrows that we should be able to handle a few golems,” she said. “But Karn still needs to know about them.”
“Unfortunately, you made a one-way trip,” Fendryl said. “The other smuggler tunnels we were using have been sealed, and I wouldn’t be surprised if the sorcerers inscribed some warding glyphs, too.”
“There goes my hope you had a secret way out,” Lathriel murmured, stubbornly ignoring the fresh twinge of pain in her arm. She’d been right that Krynn had been planning something, but since the plan had been scrapped…
She quite literally had come here for nothing. 
“What about sending a message?” Lathriel asked. 
Fendryl shook his head. “Might be able to bribe one of the guards who has permission to leave, but that’s a big risk. The overseer isn’t letting anyone out he doesn’t trust to come back.”
“And if he trusts them that much, they won’t be easy to bribe,” she finished. “What about calling crystals?”
“Not safe, since the scryers can easily listen in,” he said, gesturing vaguely in the direction of the city’s oddly short Spire of Sorcery.
Lathriel swore again. “We can’t sit here doing nothing for days until the attack comes.”
“I’ve already been sitting here for days with nothing to do,” Fendryl said with a wry smirk. “You get used to it pretty quick, trust me.”
“We could find the golems they’ve finished,” she said. “And try to take them out before the battle.”
“Are you serious?” He stared at her in disbelief for a moment, then groaned. “What am I saying? You’re always serious…”
“There has to be a way,” Lathriel said. 
“Probably,” Fendryl admitted. “But maybe not one that doesn’t end up getting us killed.”
She pursed her lips. In a choice between doing something dangerous and standing around idle while rotting away from the Echo, she would choose the former every time. 
“What about Marzo, the old alchemist?” she asked.
“They’ve been working him to the bone recently whipping up elixirs for the coming battle.” Fendryl considered. “Though it’s possible they may have needed his expertise for a golem part here or there. It’s probably worth asking.”
“Good,” Lathriel said, flexing the fingers of her aching hand. “Then that’s where we start.”
[image: image-placeholder]The alchemist shop was directly across the street from the largest market hub in Sethuil, and every other time Lathriel had been here, the place had been virtually overwhelmed with customers. Temple priestesses searching for rare ingredients, hunters and mercenaries wanting healing salves to help them brave the wild, and—by far the most numerous—young couples eager for elixirs to aid them in the bedroom…
Lack of demand was rarely a problem for a skilled craftsman, especially outside of Tel Kithas where such professionals were less common. And yet today, the shop looked abandoned. 
“Last time I was here, there was a line out the door,” Lathriel commented as she and Fendryl examined the shop from across the market circle. “I guess war isn’t always good for business.”
“It’s good for a different type of business,” her companion said, keeping his voice low and his hood drawn over his light-sensitive drow eyes. “Marzo hasn’t been allowed to sell anything to the public for a month now.”
“Not allowed?
“A new edict from Overseer Balren. Everything he makes is going straight to the army. They used to bring him new materials every day, though I think that’s dried up now that they don’t trust the herbalists and gatherers to come back if they let them out of the city. Zelioth knows I wouldn’t if I were them.”
“Mm,” Lathriel murmured. “They’re still paying him for his work, I hope.”
“These days Marzo probably considers not being hung by his entrails payment enough,” Fendryl said darkly. “The overseer isn’t the type of man who takes no for an answer, not when the Sovereign’s breathing down his neck.” 
Lathriel casually looked around to confirm they hadn’t picked up any unwanted attention. Marzo’s shop wasn’t the only place with light business; the entire market had maybe a quarter the usual number of people for a sunny afternoon. There were still several hundred in it, however, more than enough for them to blend in. 
“I’m still surprised Krynn was willing to come out here himself,” Lathriel said contemptuously. “A mighty dragon intimidated by a handful of peasants with crossbows.”
She had spent a lot of time—too much time, frankly—fantasizing about Krynn flying to Nost Darah and trying to crush the Underborn himself. She would give almost anything for a single clear shot at him. No matter how far or how fast he was moving, she was confident she could put an arrow between his scales. 
If she ended up stuck here in Sethuil during the siege—an outcome that now seemed unavoidable—she hoped more than ever that he would come defend the city himself. All she’d need was a good perch with a clear line on the sky…
“You’re sure Marzo will know something about the golems?” Lathriel asked, pulling her thoughts back to the present.
“No,” Fendryl admitted. “But I know they’ve had to rely on him to make some of the components. He’s also spent a great deal of time in direct contact with the House Mandar sorcerers who’ve been in town. They might have let something slip accidentally.”
She nodded. “If not, I suppose we spend the next couple days hiding.”
“Having some downtime wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world,” Fendryl told her, risking a smile. “We’ve been working together for a year now, yet I barely know anything about you.”
“It’s for the best,” Lathriel said curtly. “Come on.”
She started walking across the cobblestones toward the shop, keenly aware of Fendryl’s eyes lingering upon her. She felt a little guilty about being so terse with him, since he was far from the worst person she’d had to work with during this rebellion. In fact, in some ways he may have been the best. The operatives House Teviss had sent to aid them were competent and efficient, two things Karn and his Underborn were desperately lacking. 
But that didn’t mean she wanted to get to know any of them. She was here to fight the Sovereign and secure a future for her son. Everything else was a distraction. 
Lathriel took one more surreptitious look around the market circle before she stopped in front of the shop. There was a “CLOSED” sign in the window to keep people away, but the door handle turned readily when she twisted it. She stepped inside, then gestured for Fendryl to follow her so she could close the door. 
The shelves and walls of the rectangular shop were still filled with merchandise, from herbs to vials to books about both. The rare plants the old alchemist kept on display near the counter were there, too, though they hadn’t been watered recently. 
“Marzo,” Fendryl called out. “You in back?”
The door behind the counter was cracked ajar, but Lathriel didn’t hear anything on the other side. If he was working in the laboratory, he was being damn quiet about it. 
“You’re sure he’s still here?” she asked. 
Fendryl shrugged. “He was yesterday. He could have gone out for some food or to deliver something.”
“Without locking the door?”
He glanced behind them, his face hardening. “He could have forgotten…”
“Uh-huh,” she said, a warning tingle racing down the back of her neck. “We should get out of here. We can watch the shop from a distance and see if he comes back.”
“You might be right,” Fendryl said, his hand slowly dropping to the handle of his sword. “Let me check the back just in case.”
He stepped around the counter. She followed a few steps behind him as he pushed open the door—
And froze. 
“Ilhari vlos,” he swore. 
Lathriel held her breath as she peered around him into the laboratory…and saw the charred remains lying in the middle of the floor. 
“Oh, gods,” she breathed. “We need to—”
The door behind them burst open, and she instinctively whirled around and dropped into a fighting stance. A single figure strode through the door—not a city guard or even one of the Avetharri soldiers, but a hulking, green-scaled Wyrmidon.
Overseer Balren. 
“The shop is closed,” the dragon knight said in a deep, reverberating voice. “Perhaps I shouldn’t be surprised that the Underborn can’t read.”
Lathriel’s hand flashed down to her boot, and she drew and hurled one of her throwing daggers in the same fluid motion. The sharp, tiny blade struck the Wyrmidon in his green neck just above his silver armor…and harmlessly bounced away as if it had hit solid rock. 
Swearing under her breath, Lathriel frantically reached for the bow on her back, knowing full well that she had nowhere to run…and that the overseer could open his mouth and roast them alive at any second. 
Fendryl was already moving as well. Drawing his slender sword, he vaulted over the counter and charged the Wyrmidon as if he were going to try and take the larger man head-on. But right as the overseer drew his oversized glaive and stepped forward to meet his attacker, the shadows in the room writhed and twisted around Fendryl. And with a sudden flash of darkness, he vanished and reappeared behind the Wyrmidon, weapon raised and ready to stab the dragon knight in the back. 
But he never had the chance. The overseer was already spinning around when Fendryl vanished, and his left claw was there to catch the drow by the throat the very instant he reappeared. Fendryl still tried to stab the dragon even as he was lifted off his feet…but the thrust had no strength behind it. The tip deflected harmlessly off the Wyrmidon’s scales. 
“Pathetic,” Balren snarled, yellow eyes flashing as he began to crush the drow’s throat. 
Lathriel had her bow nocked and bent in record time. She aimed for the same flexible spot in the dragon’s neck, knowing her arrow would have far more power than a mere dagger—
But before she could fire, the Wyrmidon unleashed a guttural roar and threw Fendryl right at her. His body crashed into her hard enough to knock the bow from her grip and smash her head into the wooden counter. 
And as the wave of darkness enveloped her, her last thoughts were of Alamir…and how she’d disappointed him once again.
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Shadow Maiden


I stared at Karethys, frozen halfway between a crouch and a dive, my breath locked in my throat. She was wearing the same heavy cloak and body-hugging dark leather armor as when she’d hired me in the Bloated Ogre a little over a week ago. It was so different than the skimpy concubine outfits she’d worn in the palace that she looked like a completely different person.  
Except she still had the same sweet, gentle face that had once had trouble mustering the confidence to make eye contact with me. 
“Put down the sword,” she repeated in a commanding tone that once again seemed completely out of place for the submissive girl who’d spent so many hours in my bed. “Now.”
I dropped the blade. She kept the small crossbow trained at my chest, and when she glanced over at the other drow man behind the table, I realized he had produced his own hand-sized crossbow somewhere amidst the tussle.
“I’ll take care of this,” Karethys said. “Go upstairs and ensure we aren’t interrupted.”
The male drow frowned at her. “What? You can’t—”
“Sevir,” she barked. 
He still didn’t move. “Jhal—”
“Sevir!” she repeated more harshly. “Nin!”
I’d never heard Karethys speak in such a biting tone in Elvish or in Qevlâs. But the man complied without further protest, lowering his crossbow and striding past us toward the steps leading up into the tavern. And when he passed me, I saw a very familiar look on his face—the look of a man who wasn’t merely obeying a superior, but was absolutely terrified of her.
The same look, I thought darkly, that I saw in the eyes of every single one of my mother’s operatives back in the palace in Tel Kithas. 
“The less he knows, the better,” Karethys said once the man was gone. “For his sake and yours.”
I had no idea what she meant. But before I could think about it, she abruptly lowered her crossbow, and I allowed my own legs to finally straighten and bring me upright. 
“Karethys,” I whispered. “We need to—”
“You know my name,” she interrupted, both of her thin black eyebrows rising.
“Of course I do,” I said. 
“You didn’t before. Back in that Droughtlands tavern.”
“No…no, I didn’t,” I admitted. “That’s going to take some explaining. A lot of things are.”
Karethys hesitated a moment, her posture still stiff as she clipped the crossbow to her belt. “Not as many as you may think.”
I frowned. “You aren’t wondering how I’m still alive?”
“I’ve known you were alive for almost two months now,” she said matter-of-factly. “It’s everything else that’s taken time to figure out.”
“I…” My arms went limp. “I don’t understand.”
“One of our agents spotted you a while back in Vimaldis, before the Underborn took the city. They thought you bore an uncanny resemblance to the Black Prince. But since they’d never been in the same room with you before, I didn’t trust them. So I went to confirm it myself.”
I drew in a long, slow breath and tried to process her words. “You came to find me? But you didn’t try to make contact?”
She winced. “I wanted to. But I observed you for a time instead. I kept thinking that I had to be mistaken, especially when your behavior was so…inexplicable. You had Alamir’s face, but you didn’t seem to be the same person.”
“That makes two of us,” I said. A deluge of old memories poured over me, and tried to reconcile how she could possibly be the same woman who’d been my servant—my lover—from the moment I’d come of age until Krynn had plunged that dagger into my back. Four years of the most intimate training a servant could provide, all to ensure that the future Dragon Sovereign was equipped to please his harem of wives when the time finally came to brand them. We’d spent countless days and nights together, nearly always with her on her back or on her knees. I knew her body as well as my own…
“You’ve been gone a long time,” Karethys said eventually. “We’ve all done what we had to to survive.”
I took a step closer to her. She didn’t back away, but she’d also made no effort to close the remaining gap. I wasn’t entirely convinced she wouldn’t try to stab me if I reached out to embrace her. 
“Including you,” she added. “This ‘Dragon Slayer’ nonsense made it seem like you’d faked your own death just to get away from the palace.”
That stung. “I hope you didn’t actually believe that,” I said.
Karethys shrugged. “I didn’t know what to believe. Or if I should tell anyone.”
“Why wouldn’t you?”
“Because it could have been a trick,” she said, voice abruptly turning harsh. “And because it didn’t make any sense! You were dead, Alamir! For years. And then suddenly, for no reason, you were back…”
Her violet eyes flashed, but then she averted her gaze and paced away from me toward the bottle-laden shelves. It took all the willpower I could muster, but I forced myself to stay still and quiet as she battled through her frustration. 
“It took some time, but I began to reconstruct the pieces,” she went on. “The Sorekûl Drakath, the strange magic-eating powers…and House Mandar’s history with Palerending.”
“They forged another corrupted vatari dagger,” I said quietly. “Another Gûl Dagnir.”
Karethys’s eyes finally turned back to mine. “Yes. And they didn’t stop there.”
My chest tightened. “What do you mean?”
“What I couldn’t understand was how you didn’t remember anything,” she went on as if she hadn’t heard the question. “I’d never heard of anything like it…but then, it’s not as if many people have survived a wound from a corrupted vatari weapon before. I assumed it must have poisoned you. Not merely your body, but your mind as well.”
“It still is,” I said, raising my hand to my chest. “Every apothecary I’ve spoken to says the corruption is going to kill me sooner or later.”
Karethys paused, her eyes narrowing. “They can’t know that for certain. It’s not as if they’ve ever seen a wound like that before.”
“Definitely not,” I agreed. Her voice was oddly defensive…perhaps there was still some compassion inside her after all. “So, you pieced together what had happened, then you found me at the Bloated Ogre. Why didn’t you tell me who you were?”
“What would you have done if I had?” she asked. “How would you have reacted to a strange drow woman telling you that you were secretly the Black Prince?”
I sighed. “I don’t know.”
“Yes, you do. You wouldn’t have believed me or listened to anything else I had to say.” 
“Maybe not,” I conceded. “But why hire me to track down a Vorskai girl?”
Karethys hissed softly. “Because I had more than one problem to deal with. We’d just learned that the Vorskai dragon might still be alive, like you, and that the Sovereign’s men were out hunting for her. She’s a massive threat to his power—almost as much of a threat as you are. We couldn’t afford to let him find her.”
“Five years ago, no one wanted to believe a dustborn could even be a dragon.”
“Five years ago, no one believed a lot of things,” Karethys said pointedly. “And with Krynn’s forces spread thin trying to fend off the Empire and the Underborn, there was no better time for a Vorskai uprising. Your mother was insistent that we find and protect this girl…and so I decided to try and deal with two problems at once.”
She swallowed visibly, then continued. “I wondered if you might recognize me, but when you didn’t…well, I thought that maybe seeing this girl might jog your memories. Even if it didn’t, you were the only one with a chance to track her down and bring her back alive.”
I frowned. “You put that much trust in a mercenary?”
“The Sorekûl Drakath had a reputation of being crude but honorable,” she said. “I had been planning to follow you and see how you behaved, but then the situation in the Reach…deteriorated.”
“What do you mean?” I asked. 
Her expression sharpened. “You’ve been roaming the Reach and the Droughtlands for years. Do you really not know what’s going on?”
“Only the basics. The Underborn took Vimaldis a while back, and they’re hoping to take Sethuil and declare independence for the Reach. But Vimaldis wasn’t built to be a fortress, and they had the element of surprise. There’s no way they have the forces to capture Sethuil.”
“They’re more powerful than you think,” Karethys said. “House Teviss has been secretly training and organizing their forces for months, and the Empire has been helping us supply them with weapons.”
I blinked. “The Empire is helping the Underborn?”
“Not overtly, of course. If the rebel leader knew where his new weapons were coming from, he might not even accept them. Mogra Karn is a proud and stubborn fool.” Karethys shrugged. “He believes the support is coming directly from the drow rebels in Sulinor who hate the Empire as much as he does, and your mother has helped foster that illusion. His people have also been attacking shipments from Tel Kithas to ensure the Sovereign’s forces aren’t as well entrenched as they could be.”
As difficult as it was to focus my thoughts on anything except the woman in front of me, I made myself take a breath and consider her words. Borkesh and I hadn’t been in Vimaldis when the Underborn had attacked, but we’d known about the growing revolution for years. We’d both expected the rebels to eventually be crushed. Even now, it seemed unbelievable that they’d taken a whole city. 
“The Underborn are already on the move again,” Karethys said. “They’re going to attack in two days.”
“Two days?” I gasped. “Do you think they can win?”
“I honestly don’t know. If we had our way, we’d hold out for more supplies and training. But Karn’s men want to fight, and he’s running out of provisions. Without the storehouses in Sethuil, his army is going to starve.”
I nodded distantly, remembering some of the old military strategy tomes I’d loved to read when I was a boy. One of the biggest lessons of early Imperial armies had nothing to do with the tactical use of magic or dragons or anything so grandiose. The simple reality was that an army was only as effective as its supply line. 
“There’s a bigger problem you’ll want to know about,” Karethys said, tone abruptly darkening. “Lathriel has been helping the Underborn fight.”
My heart skipped three beats. “Lathriel? She’s here in the Reach?”
“And has been for some time. But…” Karethys paused and eyed me for a moment, as if trying to predict my reaction. “She’s been captured, Alamir.”
A cold fist of dread closed around my throat, and when I tried to summon my voice, it was nowhere to be found. 
“She’s alive,” Karethys added hastily. “Or was, the last time our spies reported in. They’re holding her in the dungeon in Sethuil, but I don’t think they’ll harm her. If I had to guess, the overseer likely plans to offer her as a present for the Sovereign.”
The ice spread to my stomach. Horrifying images of Lathriel being tortured by Krynn’s thugs flashed in my mind…
“I have to get to her,” I breathed. “Krynn knows I’m alive. He’ll use her to…”
I trailed off, fists trembling in impotent rage. As a dragon, I could fly to Sethuil in a few hours. But here underground, it was at least a two-day walk through the caverns.
“I should have flown straight there,” I said. “I shouldn’t have bothered with—”
“If you’d flown there, you’d probably be dead,” Karethys said, her tone softening. “The city has been preparing for an aerial attack for months.”
I closed my eyes and fought back against the sudden wave of fear and despair. I reminded myself that Lathriel wasn’t a fragile flower; she was as tough as any woman I’d ever met. And Krynn wouldn’t kill her, not if he thought he could use her as bait. 
“I’ll get her out of there,” I said, as much to myself as to Karethys. “And then I’m going to kill Krynn.”
She watched me in silence again, an echo of old compassion in her eyes despite her rigid posture. “He’s brought the Empire to the brink of civil war. Not just here, either. His defiance has started spreading to some other provinces. No one understands why the Elder Dragons haven’t taken more drastic action.”
I forced myself to draw in several calming breaths, though they didn’t help the growing tightness in my chest one bit. I didn’t understand what the emperor and his council were doing—or not doing—either. My father now stood among them; perhaps he would be able to explain it.
“I’ve been working on ways to get Lathriel out,” Karethys said, changing subject. “But the prison is well guarded, and they captured our best operative in the city along with her. I was planning to use the attack as a distraction—the city’s garrison is too shorthanded to waste soldiers guarding the prison during a siege. It should be virtually defenseless.”
“Then I’ll free her and engage Krynn when he arrives,” I said. “And end all of this right then and there.” 
“By the time you get there, they’ll have sealed the city. But there is another way.” She paused and mulled something over. “Krynn’s people found and collapsed most of the old smuggling tunnels, but not all of them. There’s still one way in.”
“Where?” I asked. 
“There’s a dried-out lake in one of the caverns on the way to the city. Have you ever been there?”
I searched my memory. “Yes. It’s basically a giant pit.”
“There’s a passage near the bottom on the northeastern side,” Karethys said. “Too far for anyone to see from the main path even with darkvision. But once you’re down there, it should be difficult to miss…at least for a drow.”
“And that will get us into the city?” 
“It should. The battle will probably be raging by the time you arrive. It should give you all the distraction you need.”
I nodded grimly, my mind racing. I hadn’t even been sure that Lathriel was still in the province; I’d been expecting to hear that she’d returned home to Tir Fallas halfway across the Empire. It was difficult to believe she’d been fighting with the Underborn…
Though perhaps not that difficult. Sariss had told me that Lath knew I’d been betrayed and that she’d left the Skywatch after Krynn’s conscription edict—the very edict that had created the Underborn in the first place. If she’d been looking for a way to fight back against Krynn, joining the rebels in the Reach made perfect sense. 
“I know it’s not what you wanted to hear,” Karethys said into the pause. “But I really don’t think they’ll harm her, at least not yet.”
“If they do, I’ll burn the city to the ground myself,” I snarled.
Her violet eyes lingered on me for another moment. “If you can free her and defeat Krynn, everything will be different,” she said quietly. “Good luck.”
She turned and started to walk toward the stairs. 
“Wait!” I said, stepping to the side to block her exit. “That’s it?”
“You have everything you need,” Karethys said. “And I’ll get a message to your mother informing her you’re here. What else is there to say?”
“Are you mad?” I blurted. “We haven’t seen each other in five years!”
Her cheek twitched. “That was a different lifetime. For both of us.”
“I know. But—”
“What did you expect to happen, Alamir?” she snapped. “That the moment I saw you I’d drop to my knees? That I’d tell you how much I missed you and beg you to fuck me?”
The bitterness in her voice stabbed through me like another dagger in my chest. 
“No,” I managed. “I thought…I hoped…that you’d be as happy to see me as I am to see you.”
For the briefest moment, the rage in her face seemed to drain away, and her eyes turned soft again. But then she growled under her breath and shook her head. 
“I told you, that was a different lifetime,” she said. “And I’m not the same girl anymore.”
“I’m not the same man, either,” I said, taking a step closer to her. “But my feelings for you haven’t changed.”
Karethys flinched as if I’d slapped her. “What feelings? I wasn’t your wife!”
“No, you were the person I was closer to than anyone,” I countered stubbornly. “The person I trusted more than anyone.”
“Don’t,” she said, closing her eyes. “Please…”
“Karethys, what is going on?” I asked. “Why are you so angry with me?”
Her entire face trembled, and I feared she might shadow-walk up the stairs and disappear. But eventually she got a hold of herself, and the rage boiling inside her returned in a flash. 
“Because you were our last hope!” she spat. “You were the Black Prince, the man who would raise House Teviss into the Imperial elite. You were supposed to be smart enough to help the drow who’d stayed loyal to the Empire and ruthless enough to fix the mistakes of the past. Your mother bet everything on you.”
She paused, teeth clenched. “I bet everything on you.”
A pit of renewed guilt opened deep in my gut. “Karethys…”
“I could have been anything I wanted, do you understand?” she interrupted. “I’m the first daughter in my family to have sorcerous blood in generations. I could have become an artificer or an enchantress, maybe even a shadow knight. But I knew that nothing I could ever do would be as important as serving the Black Prince. So instead of training my body to fight, I gave it to you. And then…then you went off and got yourself killed.”
Her words hit me like arrows. I suddenly wondered if the old Karethys—the meek, shy, submissive concubine—had ever truly existed. Had it all been an act? Had this fierce, enthralling creature always lurked beneath the surface?
“I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “I knew you’d made sacrifices, but my mother never told me…well, anything.”
Her glowing eyes smoldered for another few moments before she pressed them shut again. “It didn’t matter. Maybe it still doesn’t. There’s no use dwelling on the past.”
“It wasn’t that long ago,” I said, swallowing. “I shouldn’t have trusted Krynn or let him come with me to Dragonfall.”
“No,” Karethys agreed, voice dark. “You shouldn’t have. But you were always too trusting, too hopeful. No matter how hard she tried, your mother couldn’t make you understand.” 
“Maybe not,” I said. “But I won’t apologize for reaching out to the Vorskai. It was the right thing to do then, and it’s the right thing to do now.”
“The Dragon Mother would disagree.”
“She’s wrong,” I said. “I’ll prove that to everyone soon enough.”
Karethys looked deep into my eyes. “You brought the girl here with you?” 
“I did. After I tracked her down, I…” I faltered. “A lot has happened since I saw you in that tavern. But she and I fought Krynn at Dragonfall. He planned to wipe them out again, but we stopped him.”
“And now you’re picking up where you left off?” she asked. “Marrying the half-human girl?”
“She wants to take my brand,” I said. “She believes the two of us will end the Drought.”
Karethys scoffed. “Dustborn superstition.”
“Maybe,” I said with a shrug. “But she’s powerful and courageous…just like someone else I know. Or thought I knew.”
Her gray cheek twitched again. “What about Sariss?”
“She’s with me, too. And once I rescue Lathriel…well…”
“You’ll finally have the adventuring harem you always wanted,” Karethys said with a trace of bitterness. “Just like the Wyrm Lords of old.”
“But it won’t be complete,” I told her. “It can’t be complete, not without—”
“Don’t!” she said, raising a gloved finger. “I’m not your concubine anymore, Alamir.”
“I know.”
I stepped forward until I was directly in front of her. Her chin tilted upward so she could keep looking into my eyes…but she didn’t back away. 
“But I don’t want a concubine,” I said. “I just want you.”
A cascade of emotions flickered across her face, and I once again expected her to shadow-walk away and disappear. 
“You don’t know me anymore,” Karethys said, voice barely above a whisper.
“But I want to,” I said. “I’m sorry for what happened. I’m sorry if you ever felt mistreated or unappreciated.”
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “Not once. You were kind and thoughtful and gentle…”
“Not always gentle.”
An unbidden smile touched her lips, the first one I’d seen on her face in five long years. She quickly averted her violet gaze, and for a brief instant, she was once again the sweet girl who’d taught me how to be a man. 
“I suppose not,” she breathed. “But it’s been too long. We can’t—oo!”
Karethys gasped when I cupped my hand on her cheek and pulled her face back to mine. I stared into her eyes at point-blank range, our noses and mouths barely an inch apart. Despite all the times I’d been inside her, despite how many long nights we’d spent together, our lips had never touched. Wyrm Lords did not kiss their concubines. They were servants, not partners. 
Yet standing here now, tasting her breath and looking deep into her eyes, there was nothing I wanted more. I leaned forward—
But Karethys was faster. Rising up on her toes, she brought our lips together for the first time. Her kiss was every bit as sweet and gentle as I had imagined, and when her tongue found mine, they danced together with effortless grace. 
She moaned softly when my arms encircled her lower back and pulled her more tightly against me. I poured everything I had into the kiss. The desire, the longing, the years of pent-up frustration…
Before Dragonfall, I’d had no trouble understanding why other Wyrm Lords had fallen for their concubines. Frankly, it was far more difficult to believe any didn’t. And feeling Karethys pressed against me after so long only confirmed what I already knew. 
I’d loved her back then. And I still loved her now.
She broke the kiss first, her eyelids fluttering and her fingers pressing into my shoulders. “I missed you,” she breathed. “Every day you were gone.”
I brushed a long strand of black hair from her face. “I wish everything had been different. That you hadn’t been forced to go through this.”
“I used to dream about you removing my collar,” Karethys said. “About you offering me your brand…”
“I wanted to,” I told her. “Many times.”
Her lips brushed against mine. “Your parents never would have allowed it.”
“They don’t get to make that choice. I am the dragon—I choose my own wives.” 
She swallowed heavily. “Would you still…?”
“In a heartbeat,” I said, squeezing her shoulders. 
Karethys looked deep into my eyes again, something she’d never been able to do before. They were so beautiful. She was so beautiful…
But then she inhaled sharply and pulled away, as if snapping herself out of a trance. 
“You need to get to Sethuil,” she said. “You need to save Lathriel. Everything else…” She swallowed again. “Everything else will have to wait.”
Somehow, I resisted the urge to rush over and sweep her back into my arms. Now that I’d kissed her once, I didn’t want to stop. It would be so easy to carry her over to the table. I wanted to feel her body wrapping around me, to hear her sweet cries as her dragon took her again…
“I have to get a message to the Dragon Mother,” Karethys said. “But calling crystals are too risky in a place like this.”
“Right,” I said, nodding. “I’ll get her out of there. And when Krynn comes to defend the city…”
“You have to stop him, Alamir. Before he starts a war between dragons that may never end.”
“I will,” I promised. 
Karethys stayed still for another long moment, then finally took a deep breath. Once again, the concubine I’d left behind was gone, and the woman she’d become—or perhaps the woman she always was—took her place. 
“Dorn kyorl dos ulnin,” she whispered. “My dragon.”
Turning on a heel, she walked toward the stairs and vanished into the shadows. I stood there alone in silence, tongue playing across my lips to enjoy the lingering taste of her kiss. 
“Dorn tlu rath,” I said. “My love.” 
[image: image-placeholder]Despite my best efforts to stay vigilant on my way back to the others, I knew I was distracted as hell. The dangerous and shadowy streets of Olath Shuk passed by like a blur in my peripheral vision. All I could think about was the tingle on my lips from a kiss almost ten years in the making. And whenever I managed to push aside my thoughts about Karethys, I couldn’t stop myself from thinking about Lathriel being captured. 
My instinct was to grab the others and leave Olath Shuk as fast as we could. Given the choice, I’d push straight through the night and the next, anything to get to Sethuil as quickly as possible. 
But it wouldn’t have been prudent even if I’d been alone. I was running low on sleep as it was, and the trek through the northern caverns would be far more perilous than the one through the south. Traps, monsters, uneven terrain…it was going to be a long two days no matter how I sliced it. 
Still, at least we had a potential path into the city. All we needed to do was get there in time…and in one piece. 
I didn’t end up finding Borkesh and the girls at the inn where I’d sent them. Instead, I caught them shopping in the market circle across the street. Borkesh and Tyris appeared to be evaluating the weapons on display at one of the smithies, while Sariss was doing her best impression of a bored and miserable noblewoman. 
I smiled tightly as I approached, a fraction of the tension inside me draining away at the sight of them safe and sound. Many of the inhabitants in this district had orcish blood, which meant that Borkesh fit in reasonably well. The girls did not. Tyris with her orange hair and tribal leathers was drawing attention from everyone within fifty feet. Sariss would have as well, if not for the dark cloak covering her Vaz Gorati robes. With her hood down, her blond hair and pale skin were practically begging for attention as it was. 
“My lord,” Sariss said when she spotted me, looking as relieved as when she’d seen me back from the dead. “Thank the Goddess.”
I slid an arm around her and squeezed. “Trouble?”
“No,” she said. “Not from the locals, anyway.”
“Why would you marry a female who doesn’t appreciate a sharp blade?” Borkesh grumbled as he inspected one of the throwing axes. “Now this…this is fine orcish craftsmanship.”
“It was forged by a drow,” Sariss said without looking at him. 
Borkesh shot her a glare. “What are you on about? This is orcish steel.”
“The initials in the pommel are inscribed in Qevlâs. The characters represent House Tharanys, which defected from the other drow houses during the march to Sulinor.” 
The orc inspected the pommel. His green cheek twitched, and he set the weapon back on the display rack. 
“You, uh, you passed the test!” he said, smiling and forcing a chuckle, then turning to Tyris. “I told you she knew more than she was letting on.”
“No, you didn’t,” Tyris said, frowning. “You just spent a great deal of time explaining how every one of these weapons was—”
“You failed the test,” he cut in, no longer making eye contact with her. He turned to me, clearly eager to change the subject. “So…did you send your message?”
“I did,” I said, suppressing a smirk.
Out of habit, I surreptitiously glanced around the market to ensure no one was eavesdropping. I doubted that many of the citizens in this district of the city cared about what happened on the surface…though then again, quite a few of the half-orcs here were refugees from Vimaldis who hadn’t wanted to fight for Krynn or join the ranks of the Underborn. In fact, the inn I’d sent Borkesh and the girls to find was run by one of those very refugees. 
“I can explain the details later,” I said, lowering my voice. “The short version is that Lathriel is being held captive in the Sethuil garrison. And we need to get her out.”
“Captive?” Sariss asked. “For what reason? She was a Skywatch captain.”
“Who’s been helping the Underborn,” I said. 
Sariss leaned away in shock. “What? Why?”
“Because they’re fighting Krynn, I assume.”
“Yes, but—”
“The why doesn’t really matter right now,” I said. “All I care about is that they have her, and we’re going to get her out.”
“You and what army?” Borkesh asked with a grunt. “The Sethuil prison isn’t big, but it has plenty of guards.”
“Normally, yes. But it won’t when we show up.”
“What, do you have some kind of secret dragon magic to send them away?”
“No. But the Underborn are going to attack in two days.”
“You better not be suggesting we take sides,” he said suspiciously, “because I didn’t sign up to fight a war.”
“The battle will be a useful distraction, that’s all,” I told him. “Everyone will be too busy fighting to worry about the prison.”
Borkesh whistled softly through his tusks. “You’re sure about this?”
“I trust the source,” I said. The name Karethys wouldn’t mean anything to him or Tyris, and I decided I could speak about that part with Sariss later. “I also learned the location of some old smuggling tunnels that will get us into the city. The siege should give us all the distraction we need to break her out.”
“The rebels have been terrorizing the Reach for years now,” Sariss said, brow creased in confusion. “They cannot be allowed to pillage another city.”
“You’d rather have Krynn in charge?” I asked pointedly. 
“No, but…” She hesitated, then shook her head. “They have killed thousands of loyal Imperial soldiers and dozens of highborn nobles. Vimaldis is in complete chaos. The stories I’ve heard are sickening.”
“Stories told by Avetharri,” Borkesh muttered. “I’m sure they’re not biased at all.”
She glared at him. “The Underborn are violent savages!”
“They’re laborers and servants,” he countered, “who your Sovereign decided to forcibly conscript into his new armies. What would you have done in their place?”
“They are citizens of the Empire. It is their duty to—”
“Follow the man who apparently stabbed your husband in the back?” he interrupted. “Go fight and die on the border so he can keep all the vatari to himself?”
Sariss’s eyes flashed indignantly. “They can’t be allowed to pillage another city,” she repeated. “It’s barbaric.”
“We’re not going to fight them,” I told her. “We’re not going to fight the Sethuil garrison, either, if we can help it. The one I need to stop is Krynn. And when the Underborn attack, he’ll show up to defend the city.”
“Giving you another chance to destroy him,” Tyris said, nodding. 
“The only chance I’ll need. That’s the plan. Free Lathriel, then wait for Krynn to show up.”
“Mm,” Borkesh mumbled. “I hope you aren’t expecting me to help you fight a dragon.”
“No. Ideally, you and Sariss will get Lathriel to safety—she may need healing.” I repressed a grimace when the mental image of her tortured body went through my head. “Tyris and I will handle Krynn.”
“The Sovereign will die, and the Vorskai will be reborn,” Tyris said. “As was promised in the flame.”
“Right…” Borkesh sighed. “Okay, fine, we head into the city. But that’s a rough trek. And with the war going on, it’s probably even more dangerous. Could be filled with raiders preying on refugees.”
“I doubt it, since most of the other tunnels were sealed up,” I said. “But the overseer’s people must not have found this one. Still, the terrain is rough regardless. We should all get some rest before heading out in the morning.”
Nodding, Borkesh tossed a glance back at the inn across the street. “Just too bad they don’t serve any real food here. Unless you like everything made with mushrooms and slime.”
“We’ll manage,” I assured him. “Let’s go.”




Interlude

The Vault


When Krynn had been a young man, the arcane vault beneath the palace in Tel Kithas had been a constant source of wonder and mystery. His father had insisted that the vault contained some of the most powerful and destructive works of artifice the Empire had ever created. Weapons with dangerously unstable enchantments, artifacts with terrifying Palerending abilities, runic foci that could allow an individual without any magical ability whatsoever to channel certain spells as if they were a sorcerer… 
And of course, the pieces of the mighty runeforged golems that House Sorokar and House Vermillion had used to tame Abethaal thousands of years ago. 
Those constructs were the reason that Krynn was visiting the vault today. But unfortunately, just like when he’d first come here after his coronation, he found himself profoundly disappointed. 
“Yet another lie concocted by the Great Houses to make everyone fear their power,” he grumbled as he stared down at a glass bauble that had only the faintest spark of Aetheric energy inside it. “This isn’t a cache of dangerous weapons—it’s a storehouse for worthless junk.”
Snarling in frustration, he hurled the bauble at the closest wall. It shattered as easily as any other piece of glass.
“There are rumors that Valion Sorokar emptied much of the vault before his departure to Lomir Drakath,” Miniel said as she examined one of the old, gnarled staves on the weapon racks. “It wouldn’t surprise me if it were true.”
“With all due respect, my lord, I find that very unlikely.”
Krynn spun around to glare at the lanky man standing behind him. The Grand Magistrix had “strongly requested” that one of her antiquarians be in attendance whenever the vault was opened, and thus far he had seen fit to humor her. But the more this Telonil fool talked, the more Krynn regretted that choice. 
“And why is that?” he asked, not bothering to keep the contempt out of his voice. 
“Sovereign Valion was quite adamant about following the rules,” Telonil said. He made a wide gesture with his hand, and the light from the bright glowstones on all the gilded walls made the nearly invisible glyphs on his bluish-silver robes shimmer. “I think it highly unlike that he would have taken anything. Especially without the knowledge of the Grand Magistrix.”
“If he didn’t, it’s because this collection is worthless,” Krynn said, glancing around the wide, circular chamber. The pristine white of the walls and floors made it look as important as he’d always believed, but none of the other five rooms he’d checked had anything remotely interesting or useful. 
“Many of these relics were taken from pivotal moments in Abethaal’s history,” Telonil said. “That staff was wielded by Sovereign Verax when he destroyed the Chol army in the Second Age. And that ring was—”
“If they were that important, they’d be on display in the palace library or in one of the temples,” Krynn said. 
Telonil offered him a patient smile. “The relics on display for the public are typically replicas, my lord. Either physical or illusory. The originals are kept here…and often drained of power.”
“If they’ve been drained, then what is the point in keeping them?”
“History, my lord,” Telonil said. “And some could be infused with power again under the right circumstances.”
Krynn grunted. “Except the golems. You said that all the remaining pierces were inert.”
“I’m afraid so, my lord.”
“We knew it was unlikely there’d be anything here to help,” Miniel said, voice soft and warm. It was the tone she used to try and calm him down…and it usually worked. Especially if she took him to bed afterward. 
“I’m aware of that,” he muttered. “But it was worth another look.”
He sighed and tried to let the frustration drain out of him. His artificers in Sethuil had begun to move back to Tel Kithas, and with a bit more time, they could construct enough of his new golems to defend the northern and eastern border. But Krynn was still annoyed that they hadn’t been able to finish in time to make a difference when the Underborn rebels attacked, and he’d hoped he might be able to find something down here that might help their efforts. 
Sadly, it seemed like a lost cause. He was just going to have to wait and see if they could speed up the process on their own. 
“We still haven’t investigated the lower levels,” Miniel said, gesturing across the spherical chamber to the massive doors on the inner wall. The warding glyphs were actively glowing a bright blue rather than lying dormant like most arcane locks. 
“True,” Krynn said. “We’re already here; there’s no reason not to be thorough.” 
“I apologize, my lord,” Telonil said mildly, “but the lower level is…inaccessible.”
“Inaccessible?” Krynn said, turning and scowling at the smaller man. What in the bloody void is that supposed to mean?”
“No one is permitted inside, my lord.”
Krynn’s jaw slowly dropped open. Who did this pathetic little fool think he was?
“You are speaking to the Dragon Sovereign!” Miniel snarled. “This is his city and his palace!”
“I am aware of that, priestess,” the man said, unmoved. “But the inner vault is sealed by order of the Council of Wyrms.”
“What?” Krynn snarled. His dragon blood boiled, and he stoked the flames until he had assumed his dragon knight form to tower over the impudent wretch. “Are you telling me that you refuse to open this door? I suggest you answer carefully.”
“It isn’t a matter of what I want, my lord,” Telonil replied, his voice cracking for the first time. “I do not have the ability to open it. No one does…except the Elder Dragons.”
“How is that possible?” Miniel demanded. “When was the last time someone was in there?”
Telonil shook his head. “I do not know, priestess. But it has been several hundred years at least. I could check the records if you—”
“Hundreds of years?” Krynn interrupted. “That door hasn’t been opened in centuries?”
“N-no, my lord. It is sealed with Vaz Gorati blood magic. It cannot be breached.”
“Any lock can be opened, no matter how elaborate.” Krynn turned to Miniel. “If the Vaz Gorati sealed the door, then they must be able to open it.”
“I can ask the older Blood Mothers in the province,” Miniel said worriedly. “But if it was sealed that long ago, even they may not know much about it.”
“Someone does. I don’t care if you have to reach out to the Grand Temple in Tir Lanathel, I want to know how to open that vault!”
“Of course, my lord,” she said with a bow. “I will send the proper inquiries.”
“Good,” he said, spinning back to Telonil. “As for you, I would think very long and very hard about how you can be of use to me in the future.”
The scrawny man raised quivering hands as if to ward off a blow…or a predator. “I-I apologize, my lord. I meant no—”
His pathetic mewlings were interrupted by the sound of hurried footfalls approaching from the entrance. Krynn scowled at the open door, wondering who in their right mind would be so brazen as to interrupt him…
He expected one of his golden-armored Wyrmguard soldiers to come storming into the room. Instead, he was greeted by a leather-clad Skywatch wyvern rider. 
“My lord,” the man said, immediately dropping to a knee. He was breathing hard, as if he’d just sprinted across half the damn city. “I bring a message from Overseer Balren in Sethuil.”
Krynn’s first instinct was to ask what in the name of the Dragon Goddess could possibly be important enough to bother him like this, but he set aside his reflexive rage. Balren had plenty of other ways to send a message, like a calling crystal or even regular military couriers. Skywatch Riders weren’t errand-boys.
But they were more trustworthy than other couriers, and they had the advantage of privacy. Calling crystals were incredible works of artifice, but half the scryers in the Spire of Sorcery could listen in if they wanted to. 
“We’ll finish this conversation later,” Krynn said to Telonil, then dismissed him with a flick of his claw. Once the scrawny man had scurried out of the room, he looked back at the Skywatch rider. “What is it?”
“The overseer wanted you to know that he captured two Underborn spies in the city,” the rider said. “One drow, one faeyn.”
“Congratulations to him,” Krynn replied sarcastically. “Is that all?”
“N-no, my lord,” the rider said. “He wanted to bring their identities to your attention…especially the female faeyn’s. She is a former Skywatch Captain.”
Krynn’s eyes went wide, and Miniel’s did the same. 
“You identified her?” he asked. 
“Yes, my lord,” the rider confirmed. “Her name is Lathriel.”
The name hung in the air for a long moment, a clarion call that instantly whisked away all Krynn’s rage and frustration about vaults and golems and sniveling supplicants. 
“The overseer wondered if you had any special instructions for him,” the rider said. 
“I do indeed,” Krynn said, smiling. “But you don’t need to worry about telling him. I will be traveling to Sethuil to handle the interrogation myself.”
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Competition


The Darkmeat Inn was, among other things, a poor translation from Qevlâs to Orcish. But what it lacked in grammar and cleanliness, it also lacked in hospitality. The families of orcs and mixed-blood human hybrids who’d fled Vimaldis for the Underworld hadn’t been known for their friendliness when they’d run their market in the Crawl, and I was a little worried that one of them might remember me from an incident Rasmus had caused a few years back. A couple of botched hand signals had insulted them to the point they’d come after me in an enraged mob. Without Sabari’s timely assistance, I would have been in real trouble.  
But none of the locals inside seemed to give a shit one way or the other, and they didn’t even gawk too much at our eclectic group. One advantage of dealing with refugees was that they didn’t want to upset anyone local for fear they’d get kicked out, and they took our silver drakes as payment gratefully without any prying questions. 
Despite trekking through the Underworld all day, Borkesh wasn’t exhausted enough to grab food and retire to his own room like back in the mining village, but he did almost immediately get pulled into a conversation with the innkeeper. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he spent half the night down in the common room chatting. These were the closest thing to his people he’d interacted with in a while. 
I paid for the biggest room they had available, then led the girls upstairs. The accommodations weren’t exactly luxurious, but they were nicer than they had any right to be given the rustic fur and bone décor downstairs. The bed looked clean, the walls weren’t covered in blood, and it didn’t smell like anyone had died in here recently. There was even a small reading nook complete with a chair, table, and glowstone. I could certainly imagine worse places to rest for a night. 
Not that I expected to sleep for a while yet. From the moment we’d entered, Tyris had been giving me a sideways look that made it abundantly clear that her grace period for giving me private time with Sariss was over. Meanwhile, Sariss had long since exhausted her patience for Olath Shuk, and I couldn’t really blame her. As far as I knew, she had only ever been in proper Avetharri cities. 
Unfortunately, I had a feeling she was about to take out that frustration on Tyris. She glared at the other woman, who leaned her sword against the wall to make it abundantly clear she intended to stay with me tonight. 
“There’s something else you need to know,” I said to Sariss, hoping to intervene before anything happened. “Something I didn’t mention to Borkesh, since the name wouldn’t mean anything to him.”
Sariss pulled her eyes from Tyris to me. “What do you mean?”
“The House Teviss contact I met earlier,” I said, resting my hand on one of the gnarled wooden posts at the foot of the bed. “It wasn’t an anonymous drow…it was Karethys.”
Her jaw dropped. “Here? In this awful place?”
“I wasn’t expecting it, either. I was hoping she’d still be in Sethuil. But evidently, she’s here working for my mother.”
“Your mother?” Sariss asked, shaking her head in confusion. “I don’t understand. Why would your mother send a concubine here?”
“She’s…well, Karethys isn’t a concubine anymore. My mother trained her to be one of her spies.”
Sariss’s jaw dropped even further. I’d probably made the same face when I’d spoken to Karethys, too. The thought of my once-sweet concubine acting and moving like a professional assassin was still difficult to wrap my head around. 
“I knew your mother planned to take care of her,” Sariss said. “But I assumed she would become a house servant for your family in Lomir Drakath.”
“So did I,” I admitted. “But she’s the one who told me about Lathriel and how to get into the city. And now she’s going to get a message to my mother and hopefully the Council of Wyrms as well. If I can defeat Krynn when he comes to fight the Underborn, maybe I can finally start to set things right.”
Sariss folded her arms and began to pace across the room, her brow furrowed in thought. I empathized with her confusion. My concubine becoming a shadowy agent of my mother was hard to accept. But then again, Sariss had just had her dead husband walk back into her life two days ago. This was almost mundane by comparison. 
Tyris glanced between us but stayed quiet. I didn’t see much point in trying to explain how strange this revelation was to her, since she’d obviously never met Karethys or my mother. Still, the confusion had successfully disrupted a potential argument with Sariss…
Though the reprieve didn’t last. 
“I have no doubt that you will defeat the Sovereign,” Tyris told me. “And once we have rescued this Lathriel, you will have all your wives at your side to aid in your battle.”
Sariss snapped out of her reverie. “Lathriel never took his brand.” 
“From what he has said, she intended to,” Tyris replied. “And—”
“You do not carry his brand, either,” Sariss said flatly. “I am his first and only wife.”
Tyris’s eyes flashed. “I am his bond-mate. His Maskari.”
Sariss scoffed. “You don’t even know what that word means! Until you are properly branded, you are nothing more than—”
“Enough!” I growled, stepping between them. “We’re not going to argue about this.”
“But, my lord,” Sariss said, frowning, “surely you don’t—”
“There’s something else we need to talk about,” I cut her off. “Something vitally important we finally have time for.”
Both women looked at me expectantly, their frustration simmering below the surface. 
“It’s time for you to perform a blood reading on Tyris,” I said to Sariss. “Just like we talked about.”
“Of course,” she said. “Because you are uncertain if she has the gift.”
“He is certain,” Tyris growled. 
“Blood readings reveal more than the presence or absence of Lahara’s gift,” I interjected before Sariss could snap back. “Her ancestral memories could prove insightful.”
“Yes,” she said. “Truth lies in the blood, not words or prophecies. If you wish to join his harem, you must prove yourself.”
“I have already proven myself to the only one who matters,” Tyris said pointedly. “The Fakash Tal’Shira.”
“I am First Wife and Dragon Priestess,” Sariss said icily, stepping closer. “It is my duty to ensure you are a worthy vessel for his seed.”
The two women glowered at each other, the air between them more charged than a thunderstorm. Sariss was several inches taller, with an imperious Vaz Gorati glare I’d seen humble men twice her size. But Tyris was a warrior and couldn’t be cowed so easily. 
“I am worthy,” Tyris insisted. “The Fakash Tal’Shira has shared his seed with me. Many times.”
Sariss’s lip curled. “Yet you have not been branded or collared. It is…obscene.”
“We talked about this,” I said. “I know we haven’t been able to do things the traditional way, but circumstances haven’t exactly been normal. Now that you’re here, we can start doing things properly.”
She eventually pried her gaze from Tyris back to me. I wanted to be patient with her—I understood her concerns, and I absolutely did not want her to feel as if I’d replaced her. Yet at the same time, I was the Wyrm Lord. She was not. 
“As you wish, my lord,” Sariss said. “A proper reading may prove…enlightening.”
Drawing in a deep breath, she removed her cloak and tossed it onto the chair by the reading table. Then, with her Vaz Gorati robes—and Sorokar brand—on full display, she brought herself up to her full height and took up position next to Tyris. 
“Are you prepared?” she asked. 
Tyris glanced at me for a half second, then nodded. “If that is the wish of the Fakash Tal’Shira, so be it. What do you require?”
“Your arm,” Sariss said. “And your blood.”
Tyris hesitated another heartbeat, then held out her right arm palm upward. Sariss took hold of it, then slowly traced the long, painstakingly manicured nail of her index finger along Tyris’s forearm. 
“Submit to the judgment of the Dragon Goddess,” Sariss said. “Whose blood flows through the rightful lords of the Empire.”
Her nail abruptly dug into Tyris’s flesh, drawing a wet crimson trail in its wake, yet the Vorskai girl didn’t even flinch. Sariss nodded approvingly. She then gathered some of the blood on her fingertip…and brought it to her mouth.
Eyes closing, she rolled it across her tongue, and I could feel the Aether surge through her. She stayed silent for at least half a minute, tasting Tyris’s blood legacy and tracing her ancestral memories. 
Then, abruptly, her eyes shot open as she turned to look at me. “I do not understand.”
“What?” I asked.
“You claim this girl has great power, but I sense nothing,” Sariss said. “No memories, no magic…and certainly no trace of Lahara’s blood.”
I frowned. “But that’s not possible. Her power…it’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen.”
“She is deceiving you,” Tyris said, her green eyes narrowing. “To keep you for herself.”
The air around us chilled as if winter had suddenly fallen. 
“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Sariss would never—”
“You dare question me, dustborn?” Sariss snarled. “I am Dragon Priestess!”
“You are upset the Fakash Tal’Shira has bonded with another,” Tyris said, standing her ground. “And you lie to protect yourself!”
Sariss’s blue eyes flashed…and then turned red as her magic swelled inside her. “The blood reveals the truth!” she snapped. “You are not blessed by the Dragon Goddess.”
Tyris conjured roaring flames in her palms. “I am moshalim!” 
“No,” Sariss hissed. “You are…you are…”
The priestess’s eyes suddenly shot wide. When she inhaled sharply and collapsed to her knees, I dropped down beside her, reaching to steady her as best I could. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked, alarmed. 
Sariss’s breaths became ragged and stiff, as if she were having trouble getting enough air. I felt a surge of power crash over her…
“Goddess forgive me,” she rasped. “It is…incredible.”
“What is?” I asked, shaking my head. “What’s going on?”
Her breaths gradually steadied, and her irises turned bright blue again. She was looking right at Tyris, not in anger…but in wonder. 
“You must brand her,” Sariss whispered. “And breed her. As soon as possible.”
My mouth dropped open. When I glanced up at Tyris, hers was doing the same.
“What did you see?” the Vorskai asked. 
“Please, forgive my indiscretions, my lady,” Sariss said, lowering her eyes. “Lahara’s gift flows strongly in your veins. I should not have doubted you.”
Tyris and I both stood there stunned for what felt like an epoch before I knelt down in front of Sariss. Touching her chin, I lifted her gaze back to mine. 
“What did you see?” I asked. 
“The truth, my lord,” she said. “You were right.”
I nodded slowly. “But why didn’t you sense it before?”
“I do not know,” Sariss admitted. “But I have never performed a reading on a dustborn before, not even a…half-blood.”
She swallowed heavily. “Her power is unlike anything I’ve felt. Not stronger than yours, just…different. I cannot explain it.”
“Like pure energy,” I whispered, reaching out to take Tyris’s hand. The moment our fingers touched, my scar began to feast upon the surge of magic. “Like she’s a living part of the Aether, not merely connected to it.”
“Yes,” Sariss said, looking up at Tyris. “But she is a dragon…and I am her servant.”
Tyris’s mouth fell open wider. “Servant?” 
“I am Vaz Gorati, forever bound to the blood of the Goddess. I live to serve the dragons.”
I started to speak but stopped. Suffice to say, this was not the reaction I’d expected. 
“You are no servant,” Tyris said, looking distinctly uncomfortable. “You are the wife of the Fakash Tal’Shira. He will require aid from each of us if he is to prevail.”
“Yes,” Sariss replied quietly. “Yes, he will.”
The two women held each other’s eyes again. Unlike a few minutes ago, however, Sariss’s malice had been replaced by shock and reverence. 
“There have been no female Wyrm Lords in Abethaal in generations,” Sariss said, reaching out and gently placing her hand atop Tyris’s stomach. “There are precious few across the entire Empire. It is imperative that Prince Alamir breeds you as soon as possible.”
Tyris shifted her gaze to me. “I agree,” she said, smiling. “He should.”
I glanced between the two women, my pulse suddenly quickening. Perhaps having my expectations shattered wouldn’t be such a terrible thing after all… 
“I can perform the branding ritual tonight,” Sariss said, tracing the outline of the Sorokar symbol on Tyris’s belly. She then looked back at me. “If our lord is willing.”
“Yes,” I said. “Yes, I am.”
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“I’m sure Lahara will understand,” I said, smiling as I looked upon Tyris. If I’d had my way, I would have already been holding and kissing her, if not just rutting the hell out of her on the bed. But for now, we were both content to let Sariss perform her duties as First Wife and Dragon Priestess. She would never forgive me if I didn’t. 
“The ritual for female Wyrm Lords is quite different,” Sariss said. “With the aspiring male submitting himself to her authority and pleading for the right to seed her. In the case of two dragons, it is even more complicated.”
She turned away from her pack, a pouch in one hand and a small runic tablet in the other. “I came prepared to bind a female in the traditional way, as I was. But I could attempt to perform the ceremony for two dragons. It would involve—”
“That is not necessary,” Tyris said. “The traditional way is acceptable.”
Sariss smiled, a combination of relief and approval on her face. “Very well.”
She worked on the runic tablet for about a minute, sprinkling grains of vatari dust upon it before weaving her own magic into the stone. I had never seen a brand molding activated before, though it appeared as though she had already done most of the work beforehand. It was hardly surprising; Sariss wasn’t the type to be caught unprepared. 
She turned back to us after finishing her work, but then abruptly paused.
“What’s wrong?” I asked. 
“Traditionally, the dragon is not supposed to witness the application of the vatari mold,” Sariss said. 
“Why not?”
“To preserve the illusion that the wife’s brand has always been present. And that her womb has always been yours.”
“There is no illusion,” Tyris said. “My womb has always been destined to receive his seed. So it is written in the currents of the Moshai.”
Sariss stared at the younger woman, her blue eyes ablaze. “Then I shall begin.”
Keeping one hand on Tyris’s waist to hold her steady, Sariss gently pressed the stamp against the girl’s belly and held it in place. The two of them looked directly at one another, eyes smoldering, as if wordlessly communicating their excitement for what came next. 
I didn’t need words, either. Not with the bulge in my trousers growing at an alarming rate. 
After perhaps a minute, Sariss removed the stamp. There was no visible difference on Tyris’s stomach other than a faint shine when her skin caught the light a certain way. 
“You are nearly ready,” Sariss said. “At this time, tradition dictates that the dragon’s wives prepare his new bride while the vatari settles into your flesh.”
“What kind of preparations?” Tyris asked, still looking like it was taking all her willpower not to jump into my arms. 
“Ritual bathing and cosmetics. As well as the ceremonial vestments to properly stir his passions.”
“My passions are stirred,” I said, biting down on my lip. “Don’t worry about that.”
“As well they should be,” Sariss said. “Since we do not possess the proper vestments, the only alternative is for your bride to be…naked.”
“Very well,” Tyris replied quickly. Her hands flashed up to her leather bodice—
“No,” Sariss scolded. “As First Wife, it is my duty to reveal you to our husband.”
She set the stamp down on the nightstand, then circled behind Tyris. I watched, transfixed, as she unfastened the straps then reverently laid the breastplate aside, leaving only the thin bandeau padding in its place. Her fingers loosened that just as easily, and the cloth strip soon fell to the floor. 
I was reasonably sure I heard Sariss gasp when she saw the other woman’s impressive half-human breasts for the first time. With her extra height, she could look down at them over Tyris’s shoulder, and her fingers actually twitched as if yearning to touch them. 
I knew exactly how she felt. It had only been two days since I’d had them in my mouth, yet I was absolutely desperate to squeeze and kiss them again. 
“Now,” Sariss said, voice strained and breathy, “get on your knees before your lord.”
Tyris obeyed without hesitation, her eyes never leaving mine. I could see the desire burning inside them, and by the Aether I wanted to give her what she wanted…
“There is no binding circle, but the words must still be spoken,” Sariss said. “Are you prepared, my lord?”
“Yes,” I said. 
“Good,” she said, kneeling besides Tyris where she could whisper in the girl’s ear. “Then you may begin.”
I cleared my throat, trying to remember the recitation—and hoping I could remain still despite the fact that my manhood was about to burst out of my trousers. 
“The chains of Dalodir the Unbroken,” I said, “Binding you by law and tradition.”
“I pledge to serve my Dragon Sovereign,” Tyris said, repeating the words Sariss was whispering into her ear, “from now until I return to the Aether.”
“The shackles of Solterys the Allfather, Keeper of the Veil, binding you to the service of the Empire.”
Tyris’s brow furrowed. “I do not serve the Empire. I fight at the side of the Fakash Tal’Shira.”
Sariss’s eyes widened when the girl ignored the proper reply, and I feared how she might respond. These weren’t meaningless words to her; they were vitally important. The Wyrm Lords were the Empire.
But when I’d recited the lines five years ago, things had been very different. We had been very different. And when she swallowed heavily and continued my lines for me, I realized that she understood that, too.
“The choker of Zinshasa, Maiden of Lust,” Sariss said, “binding you to the service of his body. Will you pledge to satisfy his every desire?”
“Yes,” Tyris said. 
Sariss nodded. “Then may our beauty forever stir his passions.”
The women shared another long look, and for a moment, I thought Sariss might surrender to her own passions and give Tyris a kiss. But then she abruptly nodded and glanced up to the ink she’d placed for me on the table.
Taking her cue, I dipped the tip of my finger in the red liquid, then slowly brought it to Tyris’s stomach and traced the outline of a coiled dragon around her navel. 
“The mark of House Sorokar, the chosen protectors of Abethaal,” I said, an excited shiver racing through me. “Binding your womb to me and me alone.”
“May it serve as a vessel for our lord’s power,” Sariss said, squeezing Tyris’s shoulder. “And a conduit to a glorious future for the Emp—” She paused. “For the dragons.”
I smiled as I completed the dragon’s tail. Just like when I’d marked Sariss, my tracing was far from perfect. But the stamp had patterned the vatari dust into her flesh—dust that would activate when the ritual was completed. 
“Your blood must join with his seed,” Sariss said. “Are you prepared?”
“Yes,” Tyris replied, eyes still fastened upon me. She maintained her gaze as I lifted my hand to her cheek, then called out to my dragon blood and transformed my fingers into claws. Sariss took hold of Tyris’s head and gently turned it to present me with her tanned neck. I dragged the claw across her throat just hard enough to draw a thin line of blood, at which point I returned my hand to her belly. 
“A bond forged in blood,” I said. “Sanctified by Lahara’s will.”
I retraced the symbol I’d drawn, mixing her blood with the ink. The vatari pressed against her flesh began to sizzle, and I leaned all the way upright in front of her in preparation for the final phase of the ritual. 
“You must now prove you are worthy of his passions,” Sariss said. “Make him spill upon you, and the bond will be complete.”
Her green eyes flashing with desire, Tyris reached out to my belt—
“No!” Sariss scolded, snatching her hands. “You are not yet worthy to touch him, only to receive the gifts he offers.”
She gave me the look to proceed, and I promptly unfastened my belt and let my trousers fall to the floor. My manhood, finally liberated from its prison, throbbed mere inches from Tyris’s waiting mouth. Even though the two of them were quite well acquainted, a shiver of renewed excitement rippled through me. 
Sariss placed herself directly behind Tyris and pulled her hands behind her back to ensure they couldn’t be used. The priestess then brought her own lips to the girl’s ear. 
“Begin,” she commanded. 
Tyris didn’t hesitate. Her lips immediately parted as they engulfed my throbbing tip, and I gasped at the sudden current of magical energy rushing through me…and then groaned in contentment at the moist, welcoming heat. Her tongue soon joined the assault, flicking over my tip, then sliding along the underside. And all the while, her brilliant emerald eyes remained locked on mine, signaling her dedication, desire…and complete and total submission to my dragon cock. 
“Good,” Sariss whispered, her own breaths suddenly heavy. “Very good…”
Tyris continued her assault, taking me deeper with every push. She had learned a great deal during our day of unabashed, unrestrained fucking in the mountains. Her rhythm, her movements, her suction…she already knew exactly how to drive me wild. 
Though it seemed to be working on Sariss as well. Her hands were now at Tyris’s sides, and they were gradually crawling upward toward the girl’s breasts. The priestess chewed at her lower lip as she watched the cock she’d promised to worship slide in and out of another woman’s mouth. 
“As dragon wives, it is our sacred duty to serve the Wyrm Lords,” Sariss said. “We are the vessels of his power, the conduits of his blood. Together, we shall carry his legacy into the future.” 
She paused as her hands finally reached the other woman’s breasts, cupping them from below. “Together, we shall bring him to new heights of pleasure.”
Tyris moaned when Sariss abruptly squeezed her breasts. For the first time, her concentration wavered; her eyes suddenly fluttered and broke contact, and her careful rhythm faltered with my cock buried halfway down her throat. 
And yet, it didn’t quench my blazing lust; on the contrary, it made the flames spread. The sight of Sariss massaging another woman’s nipples, the sounds of Tyris gurgling and losing control…
The thought that this was about to become my future, any night I wished. 
“Ah!” I cried out as I lost control. “I can’t…ngn!”
I exploded, flooding Tyris’s mouth with an unstoppable rush of dragon seed. Another spurt followed, then another and another…
“No!” Sariss warned, one hand suddenly rising to hold Tyris’s cheek while the other clutched at her throat. “Do not swallow.”
Tyris obeyed, but I gave her so much she couldn’t possibly contain it all. Streams of my white, viscous release poured out from the edges of her lips, creating a veritable waterfall of seed streaming down her chin before I finished. 
“Yes…yes,” Sariss crooned, sounding as if she were on the verge of losing control herself. “Patience…patience…now!”
I rolled back my hips, allowing my manhood to slide free. The moment I did so, Sariss forcibly tipped Tyris’s head forward, and the Vorskai girl opened her mouth and allowed the entire bounty I’d given her to spill down her front and between her glistening breasts. All three of us watched in breathless anticipation as the white river reached the ink and blood on her belly…
Tyris jerked her head up and gasped when the Sorokar symbol flashed and burned into her flesh. Sariss held her tight and steady as she whispered soothing words into the girl’s ear. The rush of pain mingled with the pleasure, and Tyris convulsed in her own sudden climax.
And then, as the crackling sizzle of the marking faded to a faint hiss, it was over.
Sariss’s left hand slid back down Tyris’s body, over her glistening breasts to her belly. And with a sweeping motion, she smeared away the blood, ink, and seed to reveal the coiled red Sorokar dragon in their place.
“Embrace your destiny as our lord’s wife,” the priestess said, using her other hand to turn Tyris’s chin to face her. “And my sister.”
Sariss kissed her. Initially, it was little more than a peck, but it only took a heartbeat for their mouths to open and their tongues to begin dancing together. I watched, breathless and transfixed, as the two women—my two wives—explored one another for the first time. 
And I knew that this night had only just begun. 
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I wondered if Sariss could feel the same energy radiating from Tyris that I did. She may not have had a magic-hungry scar, but as a Vaz Gorati priestess, she was more attuned to the dragon blood than any other sorcerer. And she was certainly acting like she was feeding on something. 
Though perhaps that was merely her own arousal. Frankly, I found that prospect even hotter…
I yearned to intervene, to get both of them beneath me as quickly as possible, but I forced myself to be patient. The last thing in the world I wanted to do was get in the way of their bonding. Especially when they were both so eager to devour one another. 
Sariss broke their embrace first, pulling back with a gasp and swallowing visibly to steady herself. “He must have you,” she said, voice dark and husky. “Now!”
Standing, she hauled Tyris back to her feet. With surprising force, Sariss practically threw the girl onto the bed before pouncing on top of her. Tyris, still panting for breath, looked up expectantly, waiting for instructions. Perhaps she understood the role of the First Wife from similar Vorskai traditions with the harems of their male sorcerers.
Or perhaps she was just randy as hell, and she’d enjoyed the taste of another woman more than she’d expected. Either way, I couldn’t wait to watch the show.
Sariss started at the other woman’s shapely hips, grabbing the loincloth and casting it aside, revealing the thin strip of orange hair above the girl’s quim. Her boots and leg wrappings proved every bit as easy to remove, and it wasn’t long before Tyris was lying naked on her back, skin glistening and chest heaving in anticipation of what came next. 
“She is nearly ready for you, my lord,” Sariss said, an almost feral gleam in her eye as she looked down at the other woman’s athletic body. “I shall finish the preparations while you recover.”
I didn’t need to recover; I’d been hard and ready to go again within moments of watching the two of them kiss. Even if I hadn’t been, a simple surge of Sariss’s blood magic or single touch from Tyris would have ensured I was back in the fight. But I was willing to let her have her fun…at least for a little while longer.
And Sariss definitely had fun. Pushing Tyris’s knees apart, she lowered her mouth to the other woman’s quim. Her tongue flicked across the wet, swollen clit above her puffy labia, then ran across the full length of Tyris’s sodden slit. The girl gasped and threw her head back in response, just as she’d done when I had tasted her for the first time. 
I couldn’t help but slowly stroke myself while I watched Sariss work. I doubted she had any experience going down on another woman, unless her Vaz Gorati sisters practiced on one another. But perhaps the fact that she was also a woman helped guide her in ways I couldn’t understand.
Tyris arched, moaning as she cried out in climax, her hands falling to Sariss’s blond mane and holding her tight while her thighs squeezed the priestess’s head. Watching the two of them together was so hot I had to force myself not to stroke too hard or too quickly. I could have easily caused myself to burst all over them.
Which was absolutely something I intended to do before this night was over. But not yet. To fully consummate the binding ritual, my next load was destined for Tyris’s cunt. 
Sariss finally pulled away, her lips and chin wet with the other woman’s nectar. “The energy,” she whispered. “It is not merely in her blood, but on her skin. I don’t understand…”
Tyris remained too delirious to muster a response. It seemed like all she could manage were soft whimpers and even softer moans as the aftershocks of her climax continued shuddering through her. Her taut abdomen—freshly marked with my brand—flexed and strained with release. 
Sariss planted a kiss on the girl’s brand, then finally turned to look at me. “You must breed her, my lord. Immediately!”
I was already diving onto the bed before she even finished the sentence. My cock throbbed almost painfully as I crawled between Tyris’s legs, and I was more than a little concerned I might detonate the instant I felt her energy rushing through me. 
But even if I’d wanted to take things slowly, Sariss ensured I couldn’t. Holding Tyris’s knees wide with one hand, her other curled around my thick shaft and guided me to my target. The swollen head pushed against Tyris’s folds…
“Oh!” I grunted as I slipped inside her tight, welcoming tunnel, bracing myself for the inevitable surge of energy accompanying it. As my scar began its feast, my lust exploded out of control. I took Tyris by the hips and forced my full length inside her. 
She cried out in delight, her hands wrapping around the back of my neck and her hips churning to pull me deeper into her core. It had only been two days since I’d last been inside her, yet somehow her carnal heat felt completely new and different…
I glanced down to watch as I disappeared inside her womanhood, and my eyes soon found the red brand on her belly. Perhaps it felt different because it was different. We were no longer merely lovers—we were partners, A husband and wife bound together by the will of the Dragon Goddess. 
I rolled my hips to pull out, then immediately thrust back inside. She cooed in delight, and she looked up at me with such desperation, such manic desire, that I began pounding her young flesh as hard as I could.
“Take her,” Sariss said, egging me on. “Seed her!”
I hammered away, plundering every inch of Tyris’s molten depths with one thrust after another. I could feel the shudders of her building climax, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before both of us spiraled over the edge… 
But we weren’t the only ones. Sariss nibbled at her lower lip and pawed hungrily at her chest, as if she could scarcely contain her own lust. 
“Oh, goddess,” she breathed. “I can’t take it!”
Shuffling across the bed, she swung her leg over Tyris’s head, then lowered her quim to the girl’s waiting lips.
And discovered an eager mouth waiting for her. Sariss yelped at the first touch of Tyris’s tongue, then squealed when it lashed across her clit. Within seconds, she had closed her eyes and placed her palms flat against the bed to brace herself for the waves of pleasure. 
I had no such reprieve. Already overwhelmed by the heat and squeeze of Tyris’s cunt, the sight of her licking Sariss’s quim sent me hurtling toward the edge and beyond. 
“I can’t…” I panted, slamming into her again. “Ngn…I can’t hold back!”
“Do it!” Sariss demanded. “Breed her!”
Digging my fingers into Tyris’s hips, I slammed into her one last time…and then burst. Light exploded behind my eyes as I fired load after load into her quim and the womb beyond, and her thighs nearly crushed me as she was swept away by her own climax. Amidst my shudders of delight, I swore I saw her brand flare up as if it had come aflame—
But then I was spent. Before I could keel over, I felt Sariss’s mouth capture mine. Her tongue slipped through my lips, and I felt the last echoes of her release reverberate through me. 
“You were right, my lord,” she whispered as she pulled back, a dreamy smile on her lips. “She is special.”
“Very,” I breathed. 
“And now she is yours,” Sariss declared, placing one hand atop her own belly and the other upon Tyris’s. “Just like me.”




Interlude

The Interrogation


“You’ll forgive me, my lord, but I’m surprised you want to meet with the prisoners so soon,” Overseer Balren said as he, Krynn, and Miniel strode through the streets of Sethuil toward the prison. Armored soldiers lined the path on either side of them. “My men are more than capable of handling the interrogation.” 
“I’m sure they are,” Krynn replied, trying not to sound overly sarcastic. There was no way in Lahara’s name he would ever trust Balren or anyone else to handle something this delicate. 
Especially since he hadn’t told them precisely why Lathriel was so important. No need to burden them with such details. 
“As I told you before, we believe they’re both part of a rebel operation to disrupt our supply lines,” Balren said. “They may have vital information on the Underborn siege plans.”
“Perhaps,” Krynn said. “We will know soon enough.”
He glanced to Miniel as she walked within the massive shadow he cast in his Wyrmidon form. They had flown out here within minutes of hearing the news about Lathriel’s capture, and with her blood magic, he had no doubt that they could pry whatever information they needed from the faeyn and her drow partner. 
But the coming battle for the Reach was the last thing on his mind right now. He needed to know if Lathriel was aware that Alamir was alive. It was unlikely that he could have contacted her in such a short period of time, but Krynn couldn’t completely discount the possibility. And if Alamir had reached out to her, she would presumably know where he was. 
If not…well, his plan to use Sariss as bait may have failed, but Lathriel would work just as well. Perhaps even better, since he wouldn’t have to worry about upsetting the Vaz Gorati. No one would care what he did to a lowborn faeyn.
“The drow male has lied to us repeatedly,” Balren said. “But we know he’s been working with the rebels. Before he died, the alchemist identified the drow as one of their operatives in the city.”
“My Dragon Priestess will make sure he talks as well,” Krynn said. 
The overseer’s stride faltered almost imperceptibly. “That may not be possible, my lord. When our enchanters attempted to explore his mind, they discovered that it is…protected.”
“Your enchanters are not Vaz Gorati,” Miniel said tartly. “The truth lies within his blood.”
“Of course, priestess, I meant no offense,” Balren said. “But the drow practice many channeling techniques which they do not share with the Empire. He has several concealed vatari markings which strongly react to any charm magic. My enchanters believe they are designed specifically to prevent interrogation.”
Krynn couldn’t stop himself from grinning in admiration at drow ingenuity. They were so much more competent than the faeyn, it seemed downright unfair to consider them both lowborn. 
“I’ve read about the technique,” he confirmed. “The markings will flare up and kill him before your enchanters can extract any information. And I suspect they will work against blood magic as well.”
“Barbarians,” Miniel hissed. “I cannot understand why the Empire continues to tolerate their indiscretions.”
“We’ll deal with the drow prisoner later,” Krynn said, flicking a claw dismissively. “To be blunt, I doubt he possesses any information about the rebel plans that we’d find useful at this stage. I’m far more interested in knowing who else, if anyone, he’s working for.”
“You know it must be House Teviss,” Miniel said darkly. “Malarel and her loyalists in Tel Kithas must be made to answer—”
“If Teviss has betrayed me, they will pay for their treachery,” Krynn interrupted, his voice turning bitter cold. “But there are other drow factions who aren’t aligned with us or the Empire, or even Sulinor. I want to know for certain before taking any action. The Skywatch Ranger is our first priority.”
“Of course, my lord,” Miniel replied with a short bow. 
Krynn paused a moment, then looked at Balren. “What is the state of our new defenses?”
“The weapon is in place, my lord,” the overseer said. “Though I remain uncertain why it is necessary. Our archers and other ballistae should prove more than a match for the rebel wyverns. And the Spire of Sanathar is too far from the wall to—”
“You’re not going to fire it at a wyvern,” Krynn interrupted. “You might not need to fire it at all. Though, with the faeyn here, the odds of needing it have increased considerably.”
Balren clearly had no idea what he was talking about. But just like all the other soldiers here, he didn’t need to understand, merely obey.
A few heartbeats later, they finally approached the squat, two-story tower that served as Sethuil’s only prison. The structure had its own wall and courtyard, and a few months ago, the prisoners might have been outdoors laboring away at whatever menial task the warden had given them, but at this point most of them had been fitted for armor and added to the city garrison. Any of them who survived the coming Underborn siege would earn their freedom. 
Balren led them into the tower and down to the lowest level of the building. This floor—the dungeon—consisted of eight individual cell blocks arrayed in an octagonal pattern around a central area with the warden’s office and a small guard barracks. Only two guards were currently on duty, thanks to the relative lack of prisoners, and they both looked like they might shit their trousers when their Sovereign stomped through.
Krynn paid them no heed, and they turned down a passageway into one of the cell blocks, arriving in an open, circular chamber with six locked doors arranged around the walls. The chamber was perhaps ten or twelve feet in diameter, leaving enough space for a rack and a few shelves filled with various interrogation implements. There was no gore, which wasn’t surprising, since Krynn had ordered them to leave the prisoners alone until he arrived.
Not that there would have been much bleeding, regardless. Imperial interrogators had long since moved beyond the barbarism of ages past. Pain collars, suppression bindings, runic brands…highborn artificers had invented plenty of ways to extract information that didn’t necessitate inflicting physical harm upon a prisoner. 
The mind was a different story altogether. 
Lathriel was hanging from her wrists in the center of the chamber, her bare feet dangling several inches above the cold stone floor. She looked remarkably different in prisoner’s rags rather than her Skywatch armor. Krynn’s eyes were drawn to the midriff peeking out of a rent in the tattered fabric. Her lack of Sorokar brand had always amused him. Despite how much he’d obsessed over her, Alamir had never convinced her to take his brand. She was yet another of his many failures. 
“It’s been a long time, Captain,” he said as he wedged his oversized body through the cramped doorway. “And here I assumed you must have returned to Falinor.”
An impotent rage blazed behind her hazel eyes, which immediately brought a smile to his face. He’d never had anything against her personally. He’d simply never been able to understand why a dragon would waste his time with a faeyn when there were so many equally nubile and attractive highborn women eager to take his seed. 
“I have to admit, I’m disappointed,” Krynn said, stopping in front of her. “After my coronation, I told you that you were more than welcome to remain in the Skywatch. You could have been in charge of every rider in the Tiralis garrison by now. Instead…you have become a traitor.”
Before coming here to Sethuil, Krynn had wondered if she might try to lie her way out of this. Visiting an alchemist’s shop in the city was hardly a crime, and she could conceivably have had a perfectly legitimate reason to be in Sethuil, with her arrest while in the company of a known rebel merely being a matter of unfortunate coincidence. 
Yet by all reports, she hadn’t done anything of the sort, opting instead to hold her silence. Perhaps she’d been worried about mixing up her story with her drow partner. Or perhaps she was simply resigned to her fate. 
Either way, Krynn couldn’t help but respect her stoicism, even though her story was irrelevant. He would have had his people detain her regardless of why she was inside his city. She was important to Alamir, and that made her important to him. 
“Leave us,” Krynn said, glancing over his shoulder to Balren. “I will summon you if you’re needed.”
The overseer’s face twisted. “But, my lord—”
“Go!” Krynn ordered. “Now.”
Balren nodded, then promptly disappeared. Krynn waited until his footsteps faded, then returned his full attention to the hanging woman. 
“I don’t know why you’re here in Sethuil,” he said. “And I don’t know what you’ve been doing with yourself these past few years. Frankly, I don’t particularly care.”
She tried to keep her expression blank, but he saw her brow furrow faintly. Whatever she’d been expecting from him, this wasn’t it.
“I’m going to make you an offer,” Krynn said. “A comfortable incarceration in a secure room at the keep. A real bed, decent food, and any of your reasonable needs met. All I need to know is whether you’ve been contacted by anyone recently. Someone from your past.” 
“What?” Lathriel asked. 
“It’s a simple question. Has anyone contacted you recently? Perhaps a Vaz Gorati sister from Lenya Valley?”
Krynn had become quite adept at reading people over the years, though he wasn’t so arrogant as to believe it was impossible to deceive him. Still, he found it unlikely that a faeyn ranger would possess the necessary control of her voice and body language to accomplish such a feat. So when the furrow in her brow deepened, he was reasonably certain he had the answer he was looking for. 
Alamir hadn’t contacted her yet. Which meant that he either didn’t know where she was or had chosen not to pursue her at the present. Regardless, it meant she wouldn’t be effective bait. 
At least, not yet.
“My time is valuable, and I have no intention of wasting it here,” Krynn told her, letting his voice chill. “If you won’t cooperate, my Dragon Priestess here will have to ask the questions. And I promise you, that will be even less pleasant.”
Lathriel’s mask fell away, as if she’d received some confirmation she’d been waiting for. Or perhaps she no longer saw a point to staying silent. In its place was utter scorn. 
She twisted her head to scowl at Miniel. “You’d best flee the city while you can, blood witch. You know what the Underborn did to the temple and its sisters in Vimaldis. They won’t offer you a shred of—ngn!”
She seized up when Miniel stretched out her hand and tapped into her magic. Her eyes turned blood red, and Krynn could feel the Aetheric energy streaming off her as she painfully seized control of the faeyn’s blood. 
“That’s enough,” he said, waving a claw at her. 
Lathriel gasped when Miniel released her hold, and for a moment looked as though she might vomit from the pain. 
“I doubt she knows anything,” Krynn said, “but we may as well be certain. Take a reading.”
“Yes, my lord,” Miniel said, stepping up to Lathriel with an imperious Vaz Gorati look of disdain on her face. She couldn’t actually read anyone’s mind, of course, only discern whether an individual was telling the truth. Otherwise, the only secrets carried in the blood were ancestral memories that could reveal details about familial lineage and sorcerous ability…or lack thereof. But few people knew the limitations of blood magic, and the Sisterhood had cultivated an aura of omniscience over the millennia. To the average Imperial citizen, even a low-ranking priestess had virtually unlimited knowledge and power at her disposal. 
Lathriel wasn’t an average Imperial citizen, but that didn’t mean she could necessarily call their bluff. After all, she wasn’t a sorcerer herself and probably knew precious little about blood magic. 
Miniel raised her glove to the faeyn’s cheek. The claw-like fingertips made it trivially easy to nick the flesh and draw a few drops of blood, which she then brought to her tongue for a taste. 
“A lowborn history fitting for the rebels,” Miniel said, lip twisted in contempt. “No sorcerous abilities, nothing exceptional whatsoever.”
“I always told Alamir that you were unworthy of his brand,” Krynn said as he lowered his own claw to Lathriel’s belly. “How fortunate he didn’t have to reap the consequences of ignoring my advice.”
“Monster!” Lathriel snarled, thrashing in her restraints. “You can’t hide what you did forever!”
“And why would I need to do that?” Krynn asked, grinning in amusement. “Do you honestly believe anyone shed a tear for the half-drow prince? That they were upset I stopped him from making a deal with the dustborn barbarians?”
He snorted. “My dear, Abethaal has already forgotten about their Black Prince. And you should, too.”
She snarled again. The raw, searing hatred in her eyes was a living thing, bare-clawed and vicious. Apparently Alamir’s efforts to win her over with those insipid races in Razorback Maw had worked after all. 
But nothing in her reaction suggested she knew that Alamir was still alive, which meant it was unlikely that anyone else here in the Reach did, either. Ultimately, that was all he truly needed to know. All that remained now was to figure out how to effectively use her as bait and…
His thoughts broke off when Miniel suddenly gasped and stumbled backward. 
“What is it?” Krynn asked. 
Miniel continued licking her lips for another moment before she reached out and gathered another droplet of blood from the faeyn’s cheek and placed it on her tongue. She rolled it into her mouth and paused…
And then her face drained of color. 
“What?” Krynn insisted.
“She…” Miniel whispered. “She has given birth.”
For a long moment, the only sound in the room was the rattle of the chains holding Lathriel upright. Krynn gave his priestess a hard stare. 
“She has a child?” he asked. “You’re certain?”
“Y-yes, my lord,” Miniel confirmed. 
“When? Recently?”
“No, my lord,” Miniel said. “It was years ago.”
Krynn turned back to look at Lathriel. Her body had gone completely rigid, and her skin had turned even paler than Miniel’s. 
“How many?” he asked in a dangerous voice. 
“It is impossible to know for certain,” Miniel said, still rolling the blood over her tongue. “But several, at least.”
A frisson of dread raced down Krynn’s spine, and he lunged forward and wrapped his claws around Lathriel’s slender throat. 
“Who is the father?” he demanded. 
Her face hardened in defiance. 
“Who is the father?” Krynn repeated. “Tell me or I’ll rip out your throat!”
She still didn’t move, even when he squeezed hard enough to nearly crush her larynx. He could pop her head off her body so easily…
But that wouldn’t get him what he wanted. Forcing himself to relax his grip, he took a step away from her and shook his head. 
“Can you take another reading?” he asked tersely. “To learn more?”
“There’s nothing else her blood can tell me, my lord,” Miniel said in a small voice. “Only the child’s ancestral memories would reveal his father.”
Krynn nodded. He glared into the faeyn’s rebellious eyes, and he knew the truth right then and there. Alamir had seeded her without branding her, and somehow, she had concealed the child from everyone. 
That was why she’d disappeared so quickly after his death. Why she’d left the Skywatch she’d so loyally served with barely a word to anyone. 
“Where is the child?” Krynn asked, voice a dark whisper. “Where are you hiding him?”
He could see the horror and anguish twisting behind those hazel eyes of hers…but there were no tears in them. No panic. No terror. 
Just grim, unbreakable determination.
“Tell Balren to fetch his best enchanter,” Krynn said. “Scour her mind until he learns where she has hidden the child.”
“We don’t need an enchanter, my lord,” Miniel said harshly, her eyes turning blood red again. “I will make her talk.”
Lathriel seized up again as the priestess reached out with her Vaz Gorati magic. But then Krynn lowered Miniel’s hand. 
“No,” he said. “Your spells won’t break her.”
“But, my lord—”
“Pain isn’t the key to every lock,” Krynn said. “She’s strong, and any good mother would gladly die to protect her child. Wouldn’t you?”
Miniel’s cheek twitched, her free hand reflexively going to her flat belly. A belly that carried Krynn’s second child, though it had yet to swell. She probably felt like he’d opened a trap for her. If she said no, he would think she was an unworthy wife. But if she said yes, it would be like admitting that her magic wasn’t as powerful as she liked to think. 
“Yes,” she whispered. 
“Of course you would,” Krynn said, squeezing her wrist before letting her arm go. “But thankfully, we have other options.”
He took a menacing step back to Lathriel. Just like before, though, she didn’t flinch. Not even when he brought his claws to her face. 
“Her mind will tell us what we need to know even if her mouth will not.”
“Yes, my lord,” Miniel said. “But you should know that if she resists for too long, there will not be much left of her.”
“I’m aware of that,” he said, sliding a claw down her cheek and leaving a thin trail of blood in its wake. “But we need to know where she’s hiding Alamir’s son. If for some reason she can no longer serve our purpose…”
Krynn smiled. “I’m sure the child will.”
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Into the Dark


As Prince Alamir, I had been no stranger to the delights of female flesh. The entire purpose of dragon concubines was to ensure the opposite, and in addition to Karethys, I’d had the privilege of sharing amazing nights with Sariss and one with Lathriel as well. But only Rasmus the Slayer had awakened in a bed with multiple women piled on top of him, and of all the discordant memories I was still struggling to juggle between my two lives, that one was definitely the most enjoyable.  
Yet even the best of Raz’s memories couldn’t hope to compete with the joy of waking up in a naked, sweaty pile between Sariss and Tyris. 
I smiled when I finally returned to consciousness, the hand at my side lifting to caress the smooth leg still slung across my waist. I tentatively identified the soft, slender calf as belonging to Sariss, and when I craned my neck upward, I was greeted by an unruly mass of golden hair sprawled next to me. Unless the Vaz Gorati sisters had frequent secret parties where they got drunk and passed out together, I doubted Sariss had ever looked this disheveled.
Not that I could blame her. Between Tyris’s energy and Sariss’s blood magic, I’d been an absolutely insatiable glutton last night. I’d spilled in and on them so many times it was borderline unethical. Even Raz, who’d been a rather shameless glutton at times, had never gone that long and that wildly before. 
It took me a moment to find Tyris, but she had definitely been another casualty of my rampage. Somehow, she’d apparently slipped off the bed in the middle of the night, though she seemed to be sleeping more or less comfortably on the bare wooden floor. It looked like we’d each polished off a few bottles of wine, but I’d only had a few drinks over the course of the whole night. And as for the girls…
Well, they had admittedly imbibed a fair amount…but none of it wine. 
With a wry smirk, I braced myself up on an elbow. Tyris’s sleeping pose looked pretty awkward, what with her arms splayed out to her sides like she’d been shot. But my eyes were drawn to the red brand encircling her navel. It looked every bit as good on her as it did on Sariss, especially since her stomach was still glistening from the multiple times I’d spilled upon it. 
A wave of pure contentment washed over me, something I hadn’t felt in many years. Last night had been more than a pleasant distraction. It had been the start of something important, something I’d been hoping to build for a very long time. A dragon was nothing without his harem.
But then, mine was far from complete.
The contentment slowly faded as my thoughts turned to the two amazing women who hadn’t been here with me last night. Karethys was somewhere out trying to get a critical message to my mother, and Lathriel…
Lathriel was in a cell and very likely being interrogated. Or worse. 
My hand instantly balled into a fist. Taking a deep breath, reminding myself that we’d genuinely needed a night of respite before making the hard march to Sethuil, I slid my legs out from beneath Sariss and began a search for my clothes. The sounds from the tavern downstairs weren’t loud, exactly, but the number of voices were growing by the minute. And when I caught the whiff of cooked meat filtering through the door, I knew it was time to get moving. 
I had the girls up and going relatively quickly, though I’d never seen either of them so sluggish in the morning. After a few short kisses I wished were much longer, we each took our turn at the washbasin, getting dressed and preparing for what I assured them would be a much less pleasant trek through the oppressive dark. 
I made it down to the tavern first while the girls finished up, and I saw Borkesh helping himself to a plate of mystery meat I probably didn’t want to know any more about. A tall drow woman in skin-hugging black leather—a common sight in Olath Shuk, albeit not in this district—lingered near his table for a few seconds. They exchanged hushed words before she smiled and strutted away on a pair of boots with stiletto heels so high it was a miracle she could walk.
“You seem tired,” he commented over a mouthful of meat without looking at me. 
I pulled out a chair to join him. “In the best way.”
He scoffed. “The problem with you elves is that you lack stamina.” 
“Perhaps,” I mused wryly. “I suppose we’re fortunate our females don’t know what they’re missing.”
“Very fortunate,” Borkesh said, belching loudly. He gestured with his shoulder toward the bar. “You should have them speak with Elura over there. I spent all night enlightening her on what she’s been missing.”
I shifted my gaze over to the drow woman as she got a drink, passed over a few coins to the barkeep, and then turned and sauntered out the front door. 
“How much did she cost?” I asked. 
The orc glared at me. “You think I had to resort to hiring a whore?”
“No,” I said. “I think we’re in Olath Shuk, and you couldn’t resist hiring a Pain Maiden. Especially since you knew I’d be too busy to laugh.”
His lip curled, and those red eyes bored into me balefully. But then he swore under his breath, looking away in embarrassment. “What gave it away?”
“You mean aside from the outfit?” I asked. “There’s a huge welt on the back of your neck.”
Startled, Borkesh reached back to check, then swore when his fingers brushed against the sore spot. “Ukex.”
I chuckled impishly. “There’s nothing shameful about it. If you want to get choked, there’s no one quite like a Pain Maiden to—”
“If you tell your females, I will kill you on the spot.”
I raised my hands defensively. “Your secret is safe with me.”
He grumbled something unintelligible, and I couldn’t stop myself from snickering. The Jivundus Wenress, as the Pain Maidens called themselves, were religiously dedicated to exploring the darker, more sensual aspects of Zelioth the Spider Queen. As someone in House Teviss had once described it to me, the Pain Maidens were basically the Vaz Gorati of sex. And they had no problem spreading their gospel for free, assuming you had something new and interesting to offer them. 
I was still trying to keep a straight face when one of the half-orc serving wenches brought me some food. Somehow, the already bleak palette of brown bread, black mushrooms, and gray gravy seemed even more sullen here in the Underworld. But it tasted marginally better than it looked, and I needed the energy. I had torn through about half the plate by the time Sariss and Tyris joined us. 
Borkesh watched them closely as they approached the table, his eyes paying particular attention to Tyris and her new brand. “What are you, twins now?”
“We are dragon wives,” Sariss declared with pride. “Sisters in battle and the bedchamber.”
He blinked, then shook his head. “Elves,” he grumbled, looking back at me. “Only you could figure out a way to turn a lucrative bounty into sakrel.”
“Someday, I’ll teach you the secret,” I said, taking a drink to wash down the gravy and hoping neither of the girls knew the translation for that one. If he were anyone else, I would have ripped out his tusk.
Once we’d all finished our meal, we set out. Leaving Olath Shuk was never difficult, though the guards at the northeastern gate did look at us like we were crazy for trying to brave the passages beyond with such a small group. They weren’t wrong; even Borkesh and I had usually traveled with extra muscle whenever we made this particular trip. But then, we hadn’t been fortunate enough to have a flamecaller and a blood priestess with us back then, either. 
The “road,” if one could even call it that, was both more perilous and more rugged than the one from Lenya Valley. More perilous because some of the warrens were infested with underground horrors like troglodytes and hooked horrors; more rugged because the terrain was littered with natural hazards, from concealed pools of acidic muck to patches of slick, silt-like dirt that could swallow a man whole if he took a wrong step. The random small, spikey stalagmites jutting out of the path like rusty nails were quaint by comparison. 
It was incredibly easy to get lost down here in these labyrinthine passages if you didn’t have a guide or hadn’t traveled them before. Thankfully, Borkesh and I had worked out our own system of landmarks on prior trips, and we only ended up squabbling about which direction to go a handful of times along the way. 
Tyris, who’d spent countless hours in the gorm tunnels beneath the Godsworn Rise, adapted to the new terrain quite well, though as the hours passed, the need for constant vigilance to assure steady footing slowly took its toll. Her mood gradually hardened, but all in all, she handled the trip without much trouble. 
Sariss did not. Her family may not have been a part of a Great House, but she was still a noblewoman who had grown up free from the burdens of physical labor. The majority of her adolescent and adult life had been spent in temples and libraries, not working the fields or traveling the province. The Vaz Gorati weren’t an order of battle maidens or warriors; I doubted she had ever held a weapon, let alone learned how to wield one. Trudging through the endless darkness of the Underworld while under constant threat of attack was well out of her comfort zone, and it showed on her face. 
Still, what my First Wife may have lacked in physicality, she more than made up for in sheer willpower…and a little bit of magic. She didn’t complain a single time, nor did she call for a break when she twisted her ankle or struggled to hop over a mid-sized rock the rest of us had no trouble clearing. Her perseverance reminded me why I had chosen her to become my wife in the first place. 
That night, we set up camp in one of the narrower, more defensible warrens where a pack of monsters was less likely to emerge from the darkness and swarm us from all angles. Borkesh and I rotated shifts on watch, with Tyris eventually insisting on taking one as well. I expected Borkesh to push back, given how much he hated relying on others, but he actually went along with it. Her ability to listen and reply to his long-winded, boastful hunting stories had apparently earned her more favor than I realized. 
Sariss, without the ability to see well in the dark or create her own source of light, was off the hook. Though she did use her blood magic to give each of us a welcome surge of energy before our shift. And when morning came, we picked up camp and continued our march to Sethuil. 
During our first break a few hours later, I decided it was time to fully prepare myself for the likely battle ahead. I stripped out of my clothing and used the glamour stone instead, knowing that sooner or later I’d need to transform. I did wear my regular boots, though—I wasn’t about to walk through the Underworld barefoot, at least not in my elven form. 
The caverns grew more dangerous the closer we got to the city. Not because the terrain worsened, but because of all the old traps and concealed pits left behind by the smugglers who had used the passages over the years. It slowed our progress considerably, and I could feel our collective nerves starting to fray after Borkesh nearly stepped on a concealed glyph and triggered an artificial cave-in on our heads. But the real sign we were getting close was the faint but persistent rumbling above us, as if a storm were brewing atop the cavern.
“Are you certain it is an army above us?” Tyris asked, squinting up at the high ceiling of the cavern even though it was well beyond the light of the small flame in her palm.
“It’s not a gorm, if that’s what you’re worried about,” I said. “Probably cavalry or heavy siege equipment. The Underborn also have some sorcerers with earthcalling abilities in their ranks. They might be excavating rocks to fire with their catapults.”
“And we’re about to pop up right in their line of fire,” Borkesh grumbled from the front of our little formation, his ax clutched tightly in both hands. “You’re sure you don’t want to wait until tomorrow when the smoke clears?”
“I’m not leaving Lathriel in that dungeon any longer than I have to,” I said grimly. “And I’m not going to let Krynn escape me again.”
“Just remember that you’re going to owe me for all of this. That palace treasury of yours had better be damn full.”
I grunted but didn’t smile. Normally, his surliness and off-handed snipes rolled off me, but after two days of walking, my patience was spent. Especially since Lathriel was almost within reach. 
I’m coming, I thought to myself, wishing there were some way she could hear me…or know that I was alive. Just hold on.
Finally, we approached the underground lake Karethys had told me about. I couldn’t see a single drop of water left anywhere within my darkvision, which really made it more like a crater than a lake. The thing had probably been mostly dry for centuries.
I had two main fears when I peered down over the edge. The first was that it would be too difficult and dangerous to descend the steep slope, while the second was that it could end up taking us hours to actually find the smuggler passages we were looking for. 
Fortunately, though, both issues had the same solution. 
With Tyris’s help, I ignited my blood and shifted into full dragon form. My groan as I shifted reverberated off the distant walls of the endless cavern, drowning out the low rumble above our heads. Having only seen me transform once before—and not at all in the past three days—Borkesh backpedaled away as I shifted, his red eyes wide with renewed disbelief. 
Since the cavern ceiling was several hundred yards high, I didn’t have any trouble taking off and soaring over the lake, and the higher perspective made finding the smuggler’s tunnel trivially easy. I swooped back to the others once I’d found it, and they all crawled onto my back.
Sadly, the tunnel itself was too small for a dragon, so I shifted back into my elven form once I set them down at the entrance. And then we pressed on.
The tunnel became even narrower as we walked, though it never quite forced us to move single file. Distantly, I wondered what the smugglers had been moving through here given the limited space for wagons. Perhaps that was why it hadn’t been used in a long time. 
The path eventually started sloping upward, and the closer we got to the surface, the more distinct the sounds of the ongoing battle became. Instead of vague rumbling thunder, we could hear the impact of siege boulders crashing into the city…as well as the crunch and crumble of the fortifications being destroyed by them. By the time we were nearly out, the shouts and screams of the defenders became audible as well. 
“Sounds bad,” Borkesh said when we reached a wide, boarded-up blockage at a dead-end of the tunnel. “You think the rebels have already made it into the city?”
“I don’t know,” I admitted, inspecting our surroundings more closely. There were plenty of signs that someone had been through here recently, from the discarded tools and personal effects littering the tunnel to the fact the entrance had been quickly covered up with a few planks of wood rather than sealed properly with rubble.
“I haven’t heard any dragon roars,” Borkesh said. “Your friend must not have shown up yet.”
“He’s not my friend,” I growled, pointing to the blockage. “You want to make a hole?”
“Not particularly. But I suppose there’s no going back now.”
Gesturing for us to hang back, the orc moved up to the boards with his ax, then hacked through them with a spree of mighty chops. The wood splintered easily, and in less than a minute, the passage was clear. 
I went up first, swords drawn and ready just in case. But thankfully, there was nothing and no one awaiting us. I found myself standing inside an old, empty stone building. There weren’t even any windows nearby, only a single open doorway with rubble and fragments of wood scattered across a bare timber floor. 
I signaled for the others to come up, then headed through the door. The adjacent room did have several windows, sloppily boarded up, and I stepped up to peer through the narrow gaps to try and see what was actually going on in the city. 
All told, it didn’t look quite as bad as the thundering sounds had suggested, though that might have been because we were in the northeastern quarter as far away from the main gate as possible. None of the buildings in the surrounding area appeared damaged, nor were there any ongoing skirmishes or bodies lying about. The streets were empty, in fact, with all the citizens likely locked in their houses while the soldiers defended the wall. 
Overhead, between us and the clear afternoon sky, a magical barrier shimmered protectively over most of the city, which suggested that the Sethuil sorcerers were still alive and unharmed. I spotted a few wyverns in the distance overhead, with both Skywatch and Underborn riders battling for supremacy in the skies. A moment later, I saw a massive, fiery boulder hurl through the air, then crash against the barrier and splinter into a shower of flaming rocks. Only a few pebbles slipped through the shield and rained down on the streets below. 
So far, it seemed like the defenders were holding even without their Dragon Sovereign to protect them. Though without being able to see the rest of the battlefield, it was impossible to know how long that would last. 
“Lahara protect us,” Sariss breathed when she joined me at the window. “This madness must end.”
“It will,” I said, setting my jaw in stone. For all the military education and weapons training I’d received as Alamir, I’d had precious little experience in actual combat. 
But Rasmus had. And once again, I found myself thankful for my divergent memories. The man who’d lived two lives was turning out to be a lot more useful than either the Dragon Prince or the Dragon Slayer on his own. 
“The prison is just a few blocks from here,” I said. “Tyris and I will head over there and free Lathriel while you two stay put.”
“What?” Borkesh and Sariss both asked. 
“Once we get her out, we’ll bring her back here,” I went on, ignoring the question. 
“My lord?” Sariss said. “Shouldn’t we all go together?”
“Too dangerous. I don’t know what we’re going to find in there, but Tyris and I will be able to handle it.”
“What, and I won’t?” Borkesh snarled. “I’ve saved your ass more times than I can count!”
“I know,” I said, finally turning to meet and hold his gaze. “That’s why you’re going to stay here and protect her.”
His eyes flared as if he might protest again, but then he looked at Sariss. Despite her vast repertoire of imperious Vaz Gorati glares—despite her powerful blood magic—she was no warrior. Hopefully, Borkesh understood that. The Ashreavers relied heavily on the insight and magic of their crones, but they didn’t send them into battle. 
I also hoped he understood the gravity of the responsibility I was trusting him with. Because I wasn’t asking him to stand around because I didn’t think he was useful.
I was asking him to defend my wife. 
“Right,” Borkesh said, hand twisting on his ax. “But why not leave Red here instead? You and I can handle a few prison guards.”
“I know,” I said, and meant it. “But I may need to transform to get us inside, and I can’t do that without Tyris.”
He growled softly under his breath. “What about the Sovereign?”
“Krynn will show up sooner or later. And when he does…”
I looked back out the window just in time to see another boulder smash against the barrier protecting the city. It was only a matter of time before some started breaking through. 
Then the true carnage would begin.
“And when he does,” I finished grimly, “I’ll put an end to this.”
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Heart of Fury


The Sethuil prison was a squat tower encircled by a stone wall, similar to the one in Tiralis. The main difference was that the back side was pressed directly against the mountains behind the city, so the wall and courtyard were only about half the normal size. A single watchtower stood vigil over the area, but like I’d anticipated, there weren’t any guards in sight. The city garrison was simply too short-handed for the overseer to leave men of fighting age standing around doing nothing.  
Which didn’t mean they’d necessarily left the doors wide open, of course. The portcullis shielding the barbican was down, and the door for the tower itself was surely sealed as well, leaving no easy way inside. 
At least, not for most people. 
“I can fly us over the wall,” I told Tyris as we crouched down in an alley across the street. 
She paused and considered. A yellowish haze covered everything around us, likely a combination of dust from all the boulders bombarding the shield and smoke from the small fires beneath the impact points. Still, it was nothing compared to what would happen when the barrier eventually failed and the flaming boulders started obliterating buildings. 
We hadn’t spotted anyone back here in this part of the city for several minutes now; everyone was up at the southern gate or hiding in terror inside their homes. The major exception was the soldiers manning the barracks watchtower two blocks to the west. About a dozen archers and a ballista crew were keeping a close eye on the sky in case an enemy wyvern rider decided to test their luck and strafe directly over the city. 
“You don’t think the soldiers will notice a dragon?” Tyris asked, pointing toward the barracks.
“They might,” I admitted. “But they won’t be able to do anything about it. I don’t plan on hovering in the air for them to shoot.”
“But you should save your strength for your battle with the Sovereign,” Tyris said. “I can get us over the wall.”
I raised an eyebrow at her. “You figure out how to grow your own wings when I wasn’t looking?”
“I have never needed them,” she said, giving me a sly smile as she stood and offered me her hand. 
I instinctively took it, inhaling sharply at the rush of energy that coursed through me when our skin touched. I didn’t know what she was planning when she pulled me along out of the alley and started jogging toward the prison wall, her grip bruisingly tight. But then I felt the surge of power inside her when she reached out to the Aether, and her free hand exploded in flame…
And then we launched into the air. 
My shoulder nearly wrenched out of its socket, and my stomach felt left behind by the sudden change in elevation. It was an admittedly strange reaction for a dragon who had spent half his life flying. But I’d never been airborne in my elven form, and there was something deeply jarring about being shot over the wall like a fleshy boulder. 
My thoughts flashed back to Siren Falls when Borkesh and I had watched Tyris humiliate an entire squad of Wyrmguard. She had effortlessly flown between the rooftops, her hands spewing flames to propel her upward. It had just never occurred to me that she could take someone with her. 
We landed in the prison courtyard on the other side, my legs almost buckling under the impact. A black, serpentine cloud of smoke coiled around us, which would have been incredibly useful as cover if there had been any guards waiting to greet us. As it was, the smoke stung my eyes and choked my lungs until I waved it from my face. 
“Nice trick,” I told her, suppressing a cough. “Maybe you don’t even need wings after all.”
She flashed me a proud smile, then gestured at the iron door to the prison. “Do you wish me to open it?”
Her hand flashed with another burst of flame, but I shook my head and grabbed her wrist before she could hurl a fireball. “It would take forever to blast through, even for you,” I said. “The door is over a foot thick and enchanted. I couldn’t even melt through it with dragonfire.”
Her brow creased as she extinguished the flames in her palm. “Then how did you intend to get inside?”
“I’ll show you,” I said, jogging forward and taking another quick glance around the courtyard to ensure I hadn’t missed any concealed foes. But no, the entire area looked abandoned. The only thing between us and the prison interior was an invincible iron door with an unbreakable runic seal. 
“You have the key?” Tyris asked, still looking confused. 
“I am the key,” I told her, stretching out my left hand and drawing one of my blades. A subtle nick of the moonsilver was all it took to draw blood on my hand, and I gathered a drop on my fingertip and placed it against the runic lock. It only took a few seconds for the vatari dust inside to react to my dragon blood, and the latch slid open at the same time the warding glyph began to glow. 
“What did you do?” Tyris gasped. 
“Sorokar blood built this province. Though, yours might have been able to open it, too. House Vermillion was there every step of the way.”
While she watched the wards open, I took a deep breath and ignited my dragon blood. Black scales spread across my body as I assumed my Wyrmidon form, and I adjusted my glamour stone to project the purple-black suit of resplendent plate armor the artificers had designed for Prince Alamir many years ago. The illusory metal plates unlocked another trove of memories, including my debate with Krynn about his own gaudy golden armor.
I grimaced at the thought, and my eyes were drawn to the sky above the prison tower. Surely, he would arrive soon…
“Let’s go,” I growled, pushing open the door. 
I had never been inside this building, but the basic design of prisons was fairly standard across the major settlements in the province. If Lathriel was here, she would be in the dungeon below ground. The only question was how many guards would get in our way. 
The answer, it turned out, was zero. The entire building seemed deserted aside from a handful of elderly servants who’d apparently decided to hide in here during the battle. It wasn’t a bad choice—the tower was certainly more durable than their houses. 
They made no effort to stop us, and a few of their faces even lit up in stunned recognition at the sight of the black-scaled dragon knight. Not wanting to waste any more time, I left them to their consternation and led Tyris to the inner door protecting the stairwell to the dungeon. The lock was similar to the one outside, and another drop of blood deactivated the protective glyphs to allow us entry to the wide, spiraling staircase on the other side. 
We had only descended perhaps a dozen steps when I heard a nasal male voice echo up from below. 
“Where is he?” the voice demanded. “Tell me where you’re hiding him, and this can all come to an end.”
“Never!” a strained, familiar female voice shot back. “You won’t…argh!!”
Lathriel’s agonized scream instantly sent me into a frenzy. 
I broke into a furious sprint, heedless of danger as I stormed down the rest of the stairs. There were no guards waiting at the bottom here, either, only a closed door. The wood was thick and durable, and it had probably been further reinforced with enchantments. 
But even a wall of stone wouldn’t have stopped me now. I slammed my shoulder into the door with all the strength of my dragon knight form, smashing it clean off its hinges. The wooden splinters plinked harmlessly off my black scales, and I burst into the dungeon with a moonsilver blade in one hand and my dragon claws out and ready in the other.
Charging down a passageway into the nearest cell block, I saw that the cells were laid out in a roughly honeycomb pattern around a central interrogation chamber, though only one of the cells appeared to be in use. A single glowstone hung from the wall, casting long shadows across the two inhabitants. One was the interrogator, a tall Avetharri male wearing the purplish-blue robes of a Spire Sorcerer, with a swirling silver pattern of one of the enchanters who excelled at manipulating minds with charm and illusion magic.
The other was Lathriel. 
“What in the…?” the sorcerer gasped as he whirled around to see the hulking figure who’d just barged in. His hands crackled with Aetheric energy as he prepared to defend himself…
But I wasn’t looking at him. All I could see was Lathriel hanging there by her shackled wrists, her face weary with exhaustion and contorted in pain, eyelids fluttering as if she could barely keep herself conscious. 
Rage exploded inside me. I felt the faintest tingle in the back of my mind as the sorcerer unleashed some spell upon me. The enchanters from the Spire were more than capable of twisting the thoughts of even the most indomitable person with their charms and illusions.
But not me. My scar devoured the magic, imbuing me with even more strength. My scar began to glow beneath my illusory armor, bathing the chamber in a haunting green light.
“Sanathar’s breath,” the sorcerer exhaled. “My lord, forgive—”
I grabbed him by the throat, squeezing until I shattered his larynx, then hurling him against the wall so hard the impact split his skull open like a ripe melon. 
“Lath,” I breathed, shifting back into my elven form as I reached out to touch her face. “Lath, can you hear me?”
Her breaths were haggard and short, as if she were shivering from cold even though it was oppressively warm down here. I held Lathriel’s cheeks tight, gently forcing her to face me…and eventually, her hazel eyes fully opened.
“It’s all right,” I soothed. “I’m here. I’m going to—”
“No!” she practically screamed, pressing her eyes shut again as she tried to twist her head away. “You can’t trick me again! He’s not real!”
I flinched. By the Goddess, what have they done to her? 
“Zor kalah,” Tyris gasped from behind me as she entered the chamber, her sword in one hand and flames blazing in the other. “Is she…?”
“They’ve been in her head,” I growled. As if Krynn didn’t have enough crimes to answer for…
“I’ll never tell you where he is,” Lathriel snapped, writhing in her restraints as she tried desperately to shake out of my grip. “You’ll never find him!”
“Lath, please!” I begged, squeezing her tighter. “It’s me. It’s Alamir.”
“Alamir is dead, you monster!”
“I survived. I’m here. Please…please, just look at me!”
She hissed and snapped her teeth, finally escaping my hold. “I won’t tell you anything!” she snarled. “I’ll die first!”
Gritting my teeth, I looked back at Tyris. Her eyes were heavy with pity…and helplessness. With how defenseless this place had been, perhaps I should have brought Sariss along after all. I whispered a silent prayer that her healing magic would be able to fix this. 
“You won’t find him,” Lathriel repeated with a manic giggle, her eyes still fastened shut. “And one day, he’ll be strong enough to rip you all to pieces!”
I frowned, wondering who in Sanathar’s name she was talking about. An Underborn spy? Someone else who might have been working for my mother?
“I’m going to stop him, Lath,” I said, resisting the urge to touch her again. “When Krynn shows up to defend the city, I’ll make him answer for everything he’s done.”
Her giggling abruptly stopped, and her brow creased in confusion. When I didn’t reply for a dozen heartbeats, her eyes finally reopened. And then, finally, she looked at me—really looked at me. Her breath stuttered, and she glanced over at the corpse of her interrogator and then at the half-human girl standing behind me…
“It-it won’t work,” Lathriel stammered. “Y-you can’t trick me.”
“It’s no trick, Lath,” I said, voice tense. “I’m here. I’m real.”
She stared at me hard, motionless and deathly silent, as she examined every detail of my face as if to convince herself I wasn’t an illusion. 
“He’s dead,” she rasped. “Alamir is dead!”
“I’m alive,” I said, quietly but forcefully. “I know it’s hard to believe, but…I survived Krynn’s betrayal. Sariss is with me, waiting outside. She can tend to your wounds once we get you out of here.”
“No…” Lathriel breathed, shaking her head. “No, you’re just in my head! I won’t tell you anything!”
“You don’t need to,” I assured her. “Just stay calm and we’ll get you out of here, okay?”
At my nod, Tyris moved over to the lever holding the chains taut and pulled it down, lowering Lathriel until her bare feet were touching the ground. Her legs wobbled, and I lunged forward to catch her when she fell—
That was when she made her move. 
In one instant, she looked completely helpless, as if she didn’t even have the strength to stand. In the next, she chopped me in the stomach so hard I nearly keeled over, then acrobatically flipped around until she was behind me. She whipped the chain that had been suspending her around my throat and drew it taut like a garrote. 
“You really think I’m that stupid?” Lathriel hissed into my ear from behind. “I won’t fall for any more of your tricks, Now tell your lackey to back off before I break your neck!”
Tyris’s green eyes were wide in shock, and it seemed as if she were on the verge of unleashing a spell. But when I shot her a warning look, she took a reluctant step backward. But she did not lower her weapon or extinguish the flames in her hand. 
“It’s no trick, Lath,” I said, voice hoarse from the chain crushing my throat. It took all my willpower to remain limp and not fight back.
“No more lies!” she snarled, tightening the chain. 
“It’s not…a lie,” I managed. “When Karethys…told me…you’d been captured, I came…right away.”
I felt the ripple of surprise pass through her, and the chain loosened slightly. “Karethys,” she breathed. “How…how do you know that name?”
“Because I met with her…in Olath Shuk two days ago,” I managed between gasps. “She’s…she’s working with my mother to aid the Underborn…to aid you.”
Her grip faltered, the chain loosening enough to no longer threaten my breathing. I might have been able to twist free if I tried. But I didn’t want to fight back; I wanted her to listen and think about what I was saying.
“How…” she whispered. “How can you know any of that?”
“Because I’m not an illusion,” I said. “This is Tyris, the Vorskai dragon Krynn has been so desperate to kill.”
I felt Lathriel’s head adjust slightly to look at the other woman. I counted inwardly to ten, hoping—praying—that she just needed a bit of time to come to her senses…
“Sariss is outside,” I ventured. “We picked her up in Lenya Valley.”
“It’s not possible,” Lathriel said, her entire body starting to tremble. “You’re dead! The Vorskai are dead!”
“No,” I said. “Not yet.”
I could feel the battle raging inside her. For all I knew, the interrogator could have been inside her head for days, when most people’s minds cracked within hours. 
“I’m here,” I whispered. “And I’m not going to leave you again.”
The chain abruptly tightened…and then fell to the floor. 
“Alamir…?”
Slowly, carefully, I turned around. Lathriel was swaying on her feet, hands shaking and tears streaming from her eyes. For the first time, I could see a glimmer of hope in them…
And then she leaned forward to kiss me. 
For the third time since my reawakening as Alamir, I felt the familiar embrace of a woman I’d loved reconnecting with the man she believed was dead. With Sariss, I’d felt joy, as if the pieces of a shattered world had come back together. With Karethys, I’d felt relief, as long-buried feelings had finally been allowed to surface. 
But with Lathriel, all I could feel was pure, unbridled desperation, as if my kiss was the only thing preventing her from falling apart. 
“How…?” she breathed, pulling away and looking into my soul through her tear-stained eyes. “How can you be alive?”
“Because I made a girl a promise,” I said, smiling as I gently ran my fingers through her tangled brown hair. 
“The most powerful dragon in generations,” she whispered, echoing the words of our private little joke. “I’m just surprised you’re wearing a shirt.”
She smiled. Even through her tears, it was the sweetest thing I had ever seen, and I immediately lunged forward to kiss her again. She pulled us together so tightly it almost hurt…
And then a bellowing roar from outside shook the walls of the prison. I immediately pulled back and looked upward, even though I couldn’t see through the stone ceiling. 
“He’s here,” I said, looking back at Tyris. She had retreated another step to give us the space we needed, but her face suddenly set in grim determination. 
“Krynn,” Lathriel whispered. “He said he would stay to defend the city. Are the Underborn…?”
“The city is under siege,” I confirmed. “We need to move quickly.”
Her eyes settled upon me again, and a thousand unspoken questions formed on her lips. I had plenty of my own for her…but they would all have to wait. 
“Krynn has to pay for what he’s done,” she said, voice so dark it sounded like a different person. 
“He will,” I promised. “Today.”
[image: image-placeholder]I would have been more than willing to carry Lathriel out of the prison, but she refused to let me. We checked for her drow friend as well, but he’d apparently been moved somewhere else. 
Overall, Lathriel wasn’t nearly as wobbly as she’d seemed before when she tricked me until letting my guard down. On the contrary, she seemed as steady, stable, and determined as ever.
I found myself smiling again even as the three of us rushed up the steps. As General Elyon had once told me during his many lectures, physical toughness was one thing, but mental resilience and determination were what truly separated the wheat from the chaff. The grit and resolve on Lathriel’s face were proof that he’d been right. Like usual. 
We found her gear in the storage area on the main level, the servants that had previously been there having already cleared out. My dragon blood couldn’t open those locks, but my dragon strength didn’t have any trouble. I bent or broke every bar in the way, and she dressed and armed herself in under a minute. 
Seeing her bow brought back another wave of memories from our shared past. It had been a gift from her brother, I recalled, the one family member who’d been willing to train her as a ranger even while the rest of her family pushed her toward becoming a concubine for one of the many noble families in Tir Fallas. The bow’s smooth, curved limbs were the work of a master faeyn woodshaper. And as for her armor…
The cropped leather breastplate and matching skirt evoked plenty of memories, too. I couldn’t count the number of times my gaze had lingered on her midriff or how eager I’d been for the day she would finally accept my brand. And her skirt brought me back to our magical night in that ruined temple…
There was so much I needed to tell her. So many things I needed to explain. But when another roar shook the prison, my thoughts refocused on the here and now. 
Today was about justice. 
The light briefly stung my eyes when we emerged from the prison, but once I shielded them from the sun, they immediately latched onto the distant silhouette of another dragon soaring high above. The sound of Krynn’s roar raised my hackles, and the sight of him triggered a flood of white-hot rage.
“I always figured he was too cowardly to risk himself in a real battle,” Lathriel said. “I can’t believe he’s actually here.”
“He’ll wish he wasn’t soon enough,” I said, reaching a hand to Tyris. She took it immediately, and I let the surge of power wash through me and stir my dragon blood.
The pain from the transformation was nonexistent this time, or else I was so focused on Krynn that I was able to ignore it. The prison courtyard may not have been as large as some others, but it was wide and long enough to accommodate my full dragon form. Lathriel gasped as my bones grew and twisted into a new shape. I wasn’t surprised by the reaction; she had spent the last five years believing she’d never stand this close to a dragon—to her dragon—again. 
Then again, it might just have been the sight of my scar, growing and glowing green with baleful eldritch fire. 
Unfortunately, neither she nor Tyris were going to enjoy what I said next. 
“I will handle Krynn,” I said. “Get Lathriel back to Sariss and Borkesh.”
“What?” both women asked in unison. 
“I will handle Krynn,” I repeated more firmly. “Now get to safety.”
“You will need my aid to defeat the Sovereign!” Tyris said, her voice as sharp as the sword on her back. “We are meant to face him together.”
Another roar, more distant this time, rolled through the city as Krynn continued his assault on the Underborn armies. 
“There’s no time to argue,” I snapped. 
“Then get down here and let us on,” Lathriel said, pointing at my neck. “The sooner we get up there, the sooner I can put an arrow through that bastard’s eye.”
I growled under my breath, a deep, threatening sound. Perhaps the best course of action would be to simply take off and end the debate altogether…
But then I paused and looked into their eyes. They didn’t know each other, and each of them had a different reason for being here. Yet the determination on their faces was identical. They were more than my lovers—more than my wives. 
They were warriors. And warriors were meant to fight. 
My wives will be more than political arrangements or pretty accoutrements, I thought, echoing the promise I’d made to myself five years ago. My wives will be special, not merely beautiful but powerful and accomplished. Just like back in the old days, when harems were about more than breeding the next generation of dragons. 
“There’s one big problem,” I said. “I don’t have a saddle.”
“Doesn’t matter—you know I don’t mind riding bareback.” Lathriel grinned, then glanced appraisingly at Tyris. “And with that brand on her stomach, I get the feeling that she doesn’t, either.”
Tyris smiled back. “Not at all.”
“Well, then,” I said, lowering my neck to the ground. “Hop on.”
Lathriel moved first, dashing forward and climbing up my scales with the grace and speed of a professional rider. Tyris, not to be outdone, pointed her fist at the ground and summoned a burst of flame to propel her upward. But thankfully, she didn’t jockey for position; I felt her perch behind Lathriel, then pat my scales with her hand. 
“We are ready,” she said. 
Grinning inwardly, I thrust out my wings and launched us into the air. There weren’t any people in the nearby streets to gape at the sudden appearance of a second dragon, but I knew it would only be a matter of time before the defenders at the wall spotted me. I climbed as rapidly as I could before that happened, both to keep my distance from the ballistae on the main towers and to get a better view. 
The ongoing battle was even more chaotic than I’d imagined.
While the sorcerers on the battlements were still projecting a shimmering barrier over the city, gaps had begun to form all over, like a dome’s ceiling had collapsed in patches. I couldn’t immediately tell why it was happening, since Krynn’s sudden appearance had driven the Underborn wyvern riders away from the city to defend their forces, but then I watched as another massive, flaming boulder launched into the air and crashed into the shield. The rock shattered on impact exactly like the one I’d seen when we arrived, but far more of the smoldering fragments made it through this time. After continued bombardment, the barrier had turned into a sieve. And everything caught below the point of impact soon burst into flames. 
Karethys had mentioned that House Teviss had been training the Underborn sorcerers, and the results were readily apparent. On their own, catapults were no match for magical fortifications, but a few earth- and flamecallers could make all the difference. Even Sethuil, one of the most heavily fortified settlements in the province, was slowly but surely being pummeled into submission. 
Krynn was hoping to turn the tide. As I climbed high above the city, taking special care not to jostle the women on my back, I eventually got a clearer look at the entire battlefield beyond the fires and columns of smoke. The Underborn army was spread out near the bottom of the winding path leading up to the city, well outside the range of the defending archers on the battlements, though the ballistae mounted on the watchtowers were firing back. As a result, the rebel army had scattered into much smaller formations, which in theory would make them incredibly vulnerable to a cavalry charge. But considering the biggest threat to them right now was the red dragon swooping overhead, spreading out was clearly the correct course of action. 
Though it was only helping them die more slowly. 
I could see the long patches of flame and charred terrain where he had strafed past overhead, obliterating entire formations of soldiers, albeit far fewer than if they had been clustered. The Underborn wyvern-riders were trying to harry him as best they could, and their archers on the ground had also spread into numerous groups where they could still concentrate their fire without all getting wiped out in a single attack. 
All in all, it was an impressive bit of strategy, worthy of the many military tomes I’d devoured as a young man. I couldn’t help but wonder whether it was the result of the Underborn leader or the influence of House Teviss. Whatever the case, the rebels were limiting Krynn’s effectiveness. And with sufficient adamantine arrows and a few lucky shots, they might have been able to win the battle outright, so long as their nerve held. 
The language of the dustborn is violence, my father had once told me. It is all they know. It is all they understand. Yet they wither so quickly that the lesson must be repeated with each new generation.
Twenty years ago, Valion Sorokar had tried to teach the Vorskai that lesson at Dragonfall. Now Krynn, perversely, found himself in a similar position. But just like Tyris’s people, the Underborn weren’t going to fall to their knees and surrender to the might of the dragons. They were committed to their cause, their freedom, and they were prepared to fight to the bitter end. 
It was enough to make me wonder if the Empire wasn’t as invincible as everyone believed…and to fear that this rebellion may only have been the beginning. 
Rage boiled in my heart the closer I flew toward Krynn…but at the same time, I couldn’t simply ignore everything else that was going on beneath me. Abethaal was my province, my home, and when I was Sovereign, it would be up to me to heal these festering wounds. 
Somehow, that task was starting to seem even more monumental than coming back from the dead. 
The mind of a dragon is no place for doubt, my father often said. He acts, then deals with the consequences. If he cannot act, then he does not waste his time with worry.
Growling deep in the back of my throat, I prepared to make my attack run.
“Hold on tight,” I warned my riders. “No matter what.”
I had climbed high enough over the city—and the raging battle—that all I needed to do was tuck in my wings and dive to gain speed and catch Krynn. By now, the Sethuil defenders and Underborn rebels had assuredly seen the second dragon joining the fray, and I genuinely had no idea how either group would respond. Krynn might have warned his army that I could appear, though I highly doubted it—revealing that I was still alive would undermine the lies he’d spread about what really happened at Dragonfall five years ago. And as for the Underborn…
Given that they were rebelling against the rule of the dragons in general, I had a hard time believing they would celebrate the return of the Black Prince. Lathriel would be the one to ask, but this really wasn’t the time to have that conversation. The safest bet was to assume they’d fire at me when and if they could.
Right now, though, Krynn was far enough away that I didn’t need to fly over the rebel army to reach him. My former Claw was streaking across the rocky plains to the southeast of the city when he finally spotted me in his shadow like a bird of prey about to snatch up a rodent. His neck turned, and I had the satisfaction of seeing his yellow eyes bulge wide when he realized what was happening. After our skirmish at Dragonfall, I half-expected him to flee the battlefield and head straight back toward Tel Kithas. But he must have realized he couldn’t outrun me, so instead, he banked hard to his left…
And then charged straight at me. 
I was not the tactic I’d anticipated. My first instinct was to twist away and dodge, but I couldn’t afford to overreact with two saddleless riders on my back. The mobility of a mounted dragon was different than one who was fighting alone. My job was to stay steady and allow my riders to strike. 
So that was precisely what I did. 
Tyris attacked first, launching a sizzling ball of flame over my wing. Krynn, barreling forward at tremendous speed, had no chance to avoid the blast. The fireball exploded, engulfing his body in a cloud of flames that would have sent a wyvern spiraling to the ground. But it took more than searing heat to fell a dragon, and I wasn’t the least bit surprised when he shot out of the inferno unscathed. 
He closed within a few hundred yards, mouth open and claws raised in preparation for a mid-air grapple I couldn’t afford with riders. But Lathriel’s follow-up attack had more luck than Tyris’s. Despite the thundering explosion of the fireball ringing in my ears, I still heard the whistle of her arrow streak past my ear. It struck Krynn in his left flank, and to my amazement, it didn’t bounce away. The shot slipped right though a gap in his scales, triggering a roar of pain and forcing him to veer away at the last instant. 
A swell of pride rose inside me as I dipped my wings and came about in pursuit. I had always been proud of my skills with a blade, but I’d never been particularly good with a bow. I couldn’t imagine firing accurately from the back of a moving horse, let alone while atop a dragon. 
Sanathar’s breath, she’s good. 
I was on Krynn’s tail again almost immediately, flapping hard to regain momentum, then dropping into a shallow dive to pick up even more speed. He appeared to be heading back toward the Underborn army, which seemed insane. Some of them might fire at me, but they would surely keep firing at him as well…
He veered hard to his right again before he got within range of their archers, however, and I realized he was actually heading straight for the city gate. There was no way I could catch him before he dragged me within range of the ballistae or his own archers on the walls, but it wasn’t as if I had any choice. And if I got lucky, some of his soldiers would recognize the Black Prince and hesitate before firing…
I was right. Even as we closed within a few hundred yards of the city, neither the archers nor the ballistae took any shots at us. They were probably wondering what in Lahara’s name was going on. And that hesitation would hopefully give me all the time I needed to finish this. 
With another mighty flap of my wings, I surged after Krynn, heedless of our steadily dropping altitude. Sethuil may not have had as many giant spires as Tel Kithas, but there were plenty of tall buildings rushing past us. I stayed as flat as I could, banking only when necessary and allowing the girls to take more shots. 
Tyris hurled fireball after fireball, engulfing Krynn in near-constant explosions, while Lathriel sniped at him whenever he made the mistake of flying straight. One of her shots lodged into his back, while another pierced right through his wing. Bit by bit, the wounds were taking their toll, and he had lost a significant amount of momentum by the time we were halfway across the city. 
In final desperation, he banked left toward the Temple of Dalodir, a wide rectangular building with an enormous flat roof. Perhaps he intended to land and fight me claw to claw. If so, I was more than happy to oblige him. The shadow magic tricks he’d used to evade me back in Dragonfall wouldn’t work a second time, especially not with Lathriel and Tyris here to aid me. 
I followed him downward, eyes flicking over to the other nearby temples to see if any of the priests were witnessing this insanity. They all seemed empty…except for the top of Sanathar’s Spire. It was only then, when the dome at the top opened and revealed the giant ballista atop the aviary, that I realized Krynn hadn’t been trying to escape. 
He had been leading me into a trap. 
Lathriel swore atop my back. “Look out!”
But it was too late—the massive crossbow had already fired its equally massive bolt. And as the enormous projectile streaked toward me, guided by the windcallers on the spire, I saw a flash of haunting green from the tip of the bolt. Not adamantine or moonsilver…but corrupted vatari. 
The bolt ripped through my flank and buried itself deep into my side. A rush of blood surged up into my throat, and the spike of overwhelming pain froze every muscle in my body—including my wings. Through the sudden red haze clouding my vision, I knew I was spinning wildly out of control.
The girls! Protect the girls!
I could hear Tyris screaming and Lathriel shouting, but I could also still feel them on my back. I was spinning but not rolling; there was still a chance of landing on my belly. I just needed to regain control for a few seconds…
Spreading my wings flat, mustering every spark of concentration I could push through the pain, I steered us toward the flat roof of Dalodir’s Temple and hoped for the best—
The force of the impact shattered bones I didn’t know I had, triggering fresh waves of unbearable agony. My arms twisted, my wings bent, my stomach collapsed…
And then there was only darkness.




Interlude

The Void Priestess


Another boulder smashed into the barrier protecting the city. The thunderous boom made Sariss hop in place despite her best efforts to stay still, and she closed her eyes and whispered a silent prayer to Lahara to keep them safe.  
“You’ve never been in a fight before, have you?”
She reopened her eyes to glower at Borkesh. The orc was leaning casually against the window, ax propped against the floor as if it were a cane rather than a weapon. 
“Of course I have,” she insisted. “Alamir told you how we were ambushed by that cultist in Halondel.”
“I mean a real fight,” Borkesh said, gesturing with his shoulder at the window. “One where it feels like the whole world is going mad around you.”
Sariss clenched her teeth and stopped pacing. Fear was unbecoming of a priestess. She was supposed to be calm and composed; how else could she give comfort to others in their time of need? But no matter how many times she scolded herself or mentally ran through the serenity mantras, nothing helped.
Every time a boulder smashed into the barrier, she found herself flinching in anticipation of the ceiling collapsing. And the terrified screams of the people in the city, distant at first, were growing louder and closer the longer the battle went on. How much worse would it get if the rebels breached the walls?
Trust in Alamir, she told herself. Trust in the Blood. 
“It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Borkesh said into the long pause. “You don’t belong here.”
“What do you mean?” Sariss asked. 
“Not everyone is made for war. Nor should they be.”
Sariss bristled at the implication, but when she studied his profile, she realized he hadn’t meant it as an insult. 
“What about you?” she asked. 
Borkesh shrugged. “Most people believe that orcs love war. That we crave nothing but chaos and destruction.” 
“But you don’t?” 
“No. I suppose I’m not a very good orc. I enjoy gold more than glory and women more than fighting.” He grunted. “You can thank your husband for that.”
A faint smile touched her lips. “Can you see him out there?”
“Not since he flew off to the south,” Borkesh said. “I wish I could…wait.” His red eyes narrowed, and he pointed out the window. “There he is. Looks like they have the Sovereign on the run.”
Sariss raced to the window. She couldn’t see much with the buildings across the street blocking her view, but she caught a glimpse of Alamir’s black scales as he soared north over the city. She held her breath, waiting for him to emerge from behind another building—
But instead, she heard him roar in pain. 
“Alamir,” she gasped, her fear instantly forgotten. “Oh, Goddess!”
She took off in a flat sprint…or rather, she tried to. But before she got anywhere, a meaty green limb lashed out and snared her arm. 
“Wait,” Borkesh said, his face grim. “He told me to keep you out of danger.”
“Unhand me!” she hissed, squirming in a futile effort to free herself from his grip. She was half his size and a fraction of his strength. 
The orc shook his head. “It’s too dangerous. Raz can handle—”
Another draconic cry thundered across the city, this one even more agonized than the first. Sariss flashed the orc her most imperious, commanding glare. 
“Let me go!” she demanded. “Now.”
Borkesh’s face hardened, and she feared he might ignore her. But then his grip abruptly relaxed. 
“Ukex,” he snarled. “Told him he was gonna need my help.”
Sariss was already dashing out of the building. The dusty, winding street outside was mostly empty aside from piles of smoldering rubble from shattered catapult boulders. The trouble was, she wasn’t precisely sure where Alamir had gone…
“This way,” Borkesh said as he rushed past her.
Sariss followed him closely, her heart pounding in her ears. She had lost Alamir once. She couldn’t bear the thought of having him torn away from her again.
Trust in the Blood, she repeated to herself, but it didn’t work any better than it had the first time. She had to get to him. She had to do something. 
When she started to fall behind, Borkesh took her elbow and pulled her along as they rushed down several streets. He was incredibly quick for such a large man, and he apparently knew Sethuil far better than she did. 
They had darted into and out of half a dozen different alleys when they heard shouting from around the bend ahead of them. The clatter of swords came next, followed by screams…and then a sudden, haunting silence. 
Borkesh slowed to a halt and listened, brow furrowed and ax ready to strike. “Who the hell is fighting?” he asked, almost to himself. 
It seemed like a ridiculous question given that they were in the middle of a battle…but when Sariss’s reason finally conquered her fear, she realized he made a good point. The Underborn army was still outside the city.
“Should we go around?” she asked. 
“There is no way around,” Borkesh said. “Not without climbing over dozens of fences or backtracking through half the damn city.”
Sariss clenched her teeth. They hadn’t heard another roar in several minutes now, nor had they seen Alamir or Krynn in the sky. Something must have gone horribly wrong…
“Alamir needs our help,” she said. “We have to get to him!”
Borkesh grimaced. “Just move quickly. If we run into trouble, stay behind me.”
The orc pushed forward through the narrow alleyway and into the wide street directly ahead of them. It was one of the major drags through the city, but like everywhere else they’d passed, the buildings were closed or boarded up, and plazas that were normally filled with people were empty besides abandoned merchant stalls.
But they weren’t the only ones here. Off to their left, perhaps thirty paces away, were ten men in tattered leather armor and armed with a mix of crossbows and spears. They were standing over the corpses of a squad of Sethuil defenders and one golden-armored Wyrmguard. 
Sariss had no idea how the rebel soldiers had gotten into the city, but her gaze quickly drifted past them to a tall figure wearing a heavy white robe and brandishing a massive, blood-soaked sword. Beneath his hood, she caught a glimpse of the same metal mask as the man who had ambushed her at the temple in Halondel. 
These weren’t rebel soldiers—they were Sarodihm cultists! And they were being led by a Ravener. 
Who was now looking directly at her. 
“Vaz Gorati,” he hissed. “Kill her!”
Sariss froze. She couldn’t summon her magic, couldn’t move her legs, couldn’t do anything. Not even when the cultists lifted their crossbows and took aim—
“Run!” Borkesh warned, throwing his hulking body in front of her as the soldiers fired. He roared in pain when the shots struck him in the back, and Sariss felt a splash of warm blood on her robe. Looking down, she screamed at the sight of a bolt sticking out of his side where it had pierced all the way through his flesh and hide armor. But amazingly, the orc didn’t fall over. 
The pain just made him mad. 
Unleashing a bloodcurdling yell, Borkesh whirled around and charged the cultists. The two men nearest him didn’t stand a chance; even with their spears leveled, they were too stunned and unnerved by the frenzied orc to defend themselves. He split the skull of one like firewood, spraying the wall of a nearby cobbler shop in gore, then ripped the ax blade free and disemboweled a second man with a sideways slash. 
Sariss nearly retched, but even her stomach remained frozen. And Borkesh wasn’t finished: two more crossbow bolts hit him in the chest, but he still didn’t slow down. He charged into another cultist and cut him down as well, then roared and lunged for a fourth—
But he never made it. The Ravener’s hand crackled with energy, and he unleashed a brilliant bolt of lightning. The bolt burned straight through Borkesh’s chest, and the orc convulsed in place, then collapsed to the ground in a smoldering heap. 
“No!” Sariss shrieked, her paralysis finally breaking as she tried to rush forward to the orc. But then the Ravener turned his attention to her, his gauntlet still crackling with energy… 
“Wait!”
A female voice, soft yet commanding, rang out as if from nowhere. The air began to hiss and sizzle, and the Ravener and the soldiers immediately came to a halt. Off to their right, the long shadows cast by one of the taller buildings moved and shifted as if they had come alive…and then gave birth to slender female figure. 
The woman—a faeyn—was wearing a flowing black dress. Her dark eyeshadow made it look as though she had been crying black tears, and her bare stomach also bore a brand. But the odd, vaguely menacing crescent-shaped teardrop wasn’t the symbol of a Great House. 
It was the symbol of Illisaya the Eternal Lady. 
“Enough of this,” she said, her gaze drifting to the carnage. “What a waste…”
“She is Vaz Gorati,” the Ravener said. “We must—”
“I will deal with her,” the woman said, holding up a finger. From the way the other soldiers immediately froze, it was abundantly clear that she was in charge. “Take the survivors to the tower and bring that barrier down.”
The Ravener stayed still for a long moment, but then nodded. “Yes, priestess.”
The surviving cultists, eyes still lingering on their fallen comrades, nevertheless followed the white-robed man as he took off down the street in the direction of the main gate. But the faeyn woman—the Eternal Priestess—took several steps closer to Sariss. 
“Stay back, Sarodihm witch,” Sariss snarled. She risked a glance toward Borkesh’s body, but he still wasn’t moving.
“Truly, the gods work in wondrous and mysterious ways,” the faeyn woman said, a faint smile on her lips. “I feared we might never meet in person. You seemed hesitant, despite our pleasant correspondences.”
Sariss frowned, wondering what this insane woman could possibly be talking about…but then it clicked. The color drained from her face. Fenwen’s Meditations, the ritual, the letters she had so carefully exchanged with an Eternal Priestess…
This Eternal Priestess.
“It…it was a moment of weakness,” Sariss said defiantly. “And a grave mistake.”
“It took immense courage to do what you did,” the woman—Talona, if she had used her real name in their letters—disagreed. “To peer through the mists of history and confront the uncomfortable truths about your own people—including your own Vaz Gorati sisters.”
“Stay back!” Sariss warned again, but when she retreated a step, she almost tripped over the corpse of a Sethuil defender. 
Borkesh was right, she admonished herself as she struggled to keep her balance. I don’t belong on a battlefield. I’m no warrior. 
“You have nothing to fear from me,” Talona soothed, her hands raised. “You’ll have to forgive my allies. The Raveners are blunt instruments. But the gods have need of all types of servants.”
Sariss drew herself up to her full height. She was a Vaz Gorati priestess, a servant of the Blood and a dragon wife. She would not cower. 
“What do you want?” she demanded. “Why are you here?”
“To save the people of the Reach, of course,” Talona said. “To liberate them from the brutal yoke of the dragons…and deliver them into the light of the True Gods. It truly is a pity we weren’t able to meet before today. You could have found yourself on the righteous side of history.”
“Righteous?” Sariss gasped. “The Sarodihm?”
“We fight on the side of the powerless,” Talona said. “We give a voice to the voiceless.”
“And cavort with demons! And slaughter innocents!”
The faeyn woman paused, her expression pitying. “You don’t really believe that, do you? In your writing, you seemed as though you had begun to understand.”
“As I said, it was a moment of weakness,” Sariss said. Her heart had finally stopped pounding, and she gritted her teeth and reached out to the Aether. “It will not happen again. I am Vaz Gorati—I serve the dragons!”
“You might,” Talona said, a wicked smile touching her lips. “Do they?”
Sariss frowned. “What?
“Your sisters have already aided us more than we ever could have hoped. And they will continue to do so, right until the Veil falls and the gods once again cast their light upon this wretched world.”
A dark chill rippled down the back of Sariss’s neck. “No. We preserve the Blood.”
“Believe what you will,” Talona said. “Your sisters have done our bidding nonetheless.”
Slowly, Sariss shook her head. “No. You lie. You always lie, even to your followers. Your gods are dead!”
“Gods cannot die, no more than we mortals can truly live. In the face of divinity, even your precious dragons are little more than dust.” She raised a dark eyebrow. “Perhaps I should show you the truth, hmm?”
Talona lifted her hand, and her fingers flashed with green fire. Sariss began to reach out to the Aether to defend herself…
But then her breath caught in her throat as she felt an intense pressure inside her skull, as if Talona were prying open her mind with mental claws. 
The rush of images and thoughts was so intense, so rapid, that Sariss couldn’t make sense of any of them. But amidst the deluge, she saw blood and pain and betrayal…
They have lied to you, Talona’s voice said into her head. By controlling the flow of the Blood, by fearing its dilution in those you deem weak or unworthy, you have only allowed the rot to gather strength.
“N-no,” Sariss managed, struggling to breathe. 
You don’t have to perish with them. The gods are merciful. They are always willing to forgive those who are willing to repent. 
“Get…get out of my head!” Sariss shrieked. She clutched at the sides of her head…
And then, at the edge of her vision, she saw Borkesh move. 
It wasn’t much, little more than a subtle twitch of his arm. But it meant that he was alive. And if he was alive, then there was still hope. 
Sariss called out to the Aether. Its power seeped into her, sluggishly at first but gaining strength every moment. She focused her spell, not on herself or Talona, but on Borkesh. She could feel his blood struggling to keep him alive, and she infused him with all the magic she could muster…
Borkesh cried out as he suddenly jerked upright, his body still sizzling from the Ravener’s attack. But it only took his red eyes an instant to survey the battlefield, and when he saw the dark priestess, he charged at her. 
Talona heard and saw him coming, of course, but he was moving too quickly for her to react. Borkesh slammed into her like a charging bull, sending her flying across the street and shattering her concentration. The mental claws digging into Sariss’s mind retracted, and she was free.
“I am a dragon wife,” Sariss said. “I will not listen to your lies!”
Wincing, Talona clutched at her arm as she dragged herself to a knee. Yet even as Borkesh grabbed a spear from one of the dead soldiers and hauled back to throw it at her, the woman’s eyes stayed locked on Sariss. 
“Remember, sister,” she said, smiling. “The truth is in the blood.”
The shadows beneath her writhed and twisted…
And then she was gone. 
“Ukex!” Borkesh snarled when his spear struck the now-empty cobblestones. “Where did she go?!”
Sariss looked down at her trembling hands. The claws in her mind may have been gone, but the images and thoughts they had revealed remained. She couldn’t make sense of them—she didn’t want to make sense of them—but she couldn’t push them aside, either. 
“It…it doesn’t matter,” she said, steeling herself. “You require healing.”
The orc wobbled unsteadily in place. His armor was smeared with blood, and his chest was still smoldering. It was a miracle he was still alive…
“I’m fine,” he insisted. “We need to get to Raz.”
As if on cue, another roar thundered through the sky. But this one sounded triumphant, not pained. And a heartbeat later, a massive dragon took flight and soared overhead…but it didn’t look like Alamir…or even Krynn. 
It looked like it was on fire.
“By the Goddess,” she breathed. “What…?”
Borkesh shook his head. “I have no idea.”
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Two as One


The veil of darkness lifted as quickly as it had fallen.  
I inhaled sharply, my eyes shooting back open as a wave of unbearable pain lanced through me. When I tried to draw in a breath, I nearly choked on my own blood. 
The girls. Where are the girls?
I examined my surroundings. I was laying atop the wide, flat rooftop of the Temple of Dalodir inside a crushed bed of stone my impact had created. When I finally mustered the strength to turn my head and look around, Tyris and Lathriel were nowhere to be found. 
A knife of guilt twisted inside me, every bit as painful as the ballista bolt still lodged in my flank. If I’d failed them, if I’d gotten them both killed…
A thunderous crash rumbled through the air and shook the entire temple beneath me. When I craned my neck upward. I saw Krynn stomping toward me, his red scales gleaming and his draconic mouth open in a wide, toothy smile. 
“After Dragonfall, I thought you might have changed,” he sneered. “But no, you’re the same arrogant fool as always, rushing in without considering the consequences.”
I growled deep in my gut, but pulling air into my lungs only triggered another lance of pain. “Consequences?” I managed, voice little more than a growling rasp. “Look around you! Don’t you understand what you’ve started here?”
“I haven’t started anything,” Krynn said. “I’m still cleaning up the mess your family left behind. It’s long past time we put the dustborn in their place.”
Bracing my right claw against the cracked stone beneath me, I pushed as hard as I could to try and stand…but I simply couldn’t muster the strength. Not from my dragon blood, not from my scar. There was nothing left but pain and blood and the cold, encroaching hand of oblivion. 
“Your secret…is out,” I rumbled. “The people…they’ve seen the black dragon. Everyone in Abethaal will know you lied about Dragonfall.”
Krynn halted as he loomed over me, his golden eyes glittering in amusement. “You see what I mean? Such unbelievable arrogance! Do you honestly believe anyone gives a damn about you anymore? House Sorokar is gone, and the Black Prince is dead. I am the future of Abethaal. And in time, I will be the future of the entire Empire.”
He brought his right forelimb against my neck. I felt the wicked talons sink through my scales to the flesh beneath. 
“It’s a pity about those females of yours,” he taunted. “I’m not a petty man. If they had left me alone, I would have left them alone. Sariss, Lathriel, that drow whore you enjoyed so much…”
He chuckled. “The Vorskai girl is different, though. Perhaps I shouldn’t have tried to kill her after all. If she’s still alive, I think I’ll breed her myself. Just to see if that human womb of hers is as magical as the savages believe.”
I roared in agony as the claws sank deeper into my flesh. But no matter how hard I tried to move, my broken body refused to obey. 
“Then again, I probably can’t afford to spare Lathriel, either,” Krynn added. “She’s quite strong-willed, that one. I understand now why you were so eager to brand her. It’s almost a pity you’ll never get to meet your son.”
I froze, the pain searing through me suddenly forgotten. “My…my what?”
“Oh, that’s right, you didn’t know, did you?” Krynn snickered. “And you died before you could give her your brand. How…tragic.”
My thoughts flashed to Lathriel and our incredible night together before I’d disappeared at Dragonfall. Then I remembered Sariss mentioning that Lathriel had abruptly broken off contact and disappeared. 
Of course she had. Because if Krynn had realized she was pregnant with my child…
“You can’t,” I said, a wretched sorrow twisting within me. “You can’t harm them. Please…”
“I doubt the little faeyn-blooded mongrel will amount to anything, but I’m afraid I can’t afford to take that chance,” Krynn said. “But at least you won’t have to wait long before I send him to join you in the Aether.”
Krynn squeezed. His claws pierced my flesh, drawing fountains of blood in my neck. Yet somehow, I barely felt any pain. All I could think about was Lathriel…and how I had rescued her only to abandon her again. 
Oh, Goddess. Please keep her safe.
“Goodbye, Alamir,” Krynn sneered. “Try and stay dead this time, would you?”
His claw squeezed again—
And then the pressure unexpectedly lifted from my throat as a wave of heat crashed over us. Krynn let out a furious roar as he stumbled backward, and the acrid stench of smoke filled my nostrils. 
And then I saw Tyris.
She landed on the flat roof, propelled by flames blazing from her outstretched hand. Lathriel was holding on to her for dear life, and they landed next to me, nearly slipping in my spilled blood, a cloud of black smoke coiling around them. 
“Alamir!” Lathriel called out as she let go of Tyris and rolled toward me, nocking and bending her bow as she moved. She fired a quick shot at Krynn, making him flinch away and keeping him off-balance long enough for Tyris to make her move. 
She charged at the dragon, the long blade of Sabon Nyr blazing as if she had set the steel aflame. Krynn tried to crush her with his massive paw, but she rolled away with surprising agility, then slashed her sword across his underbelly, drawing a nasty gash in its wake. 
Roaring in pain, he tried to smash her again, but then another arrow whistled across the rooftop and struck him in his fresh wound, staggering him so Tyris could launch another attack. This time she slashed Krynn’s right arm, ripping through the scales just above his elbow. And when he reared back and shrieked, Tyris went in for the kill. She thrust her mighty blade straight for the center of his chest—
And missed. At the last instant, Krynn launched himself backward with a sudden flap of his wings that sent a cyclone of dust and debris across the rooftop. He then whirled around and slammed his tail into Tyris, sending her crashing into Lathriel and then both of them into me. 
My senses were failing so rapidly I barely felt them crash into my side, though I could feel her heat and energy. I also heard her sword clatter to the ground somewhere nearby, leaving her defenseless. 
“Dustborn wretch!” Krynn thundered as lines of blood hemorrhaged from between his scales. “Your people are doomed, do you hear me? I will set the mountains ablaze! I will incinerate every one of your wretched kin!”
Snarling, he reared up and sucked in a long, deep breath. Flames crackled in his mouth, eager to consume everyone and everything before him. 
In the heartbeat before he spewed molten death, I saw Lathriel motionless on the stone beneath my wing, her dark hair matted in blood. Tyris was on her knees, clutching at her left arm as if it were broken. But when she looked up into my eyes, I didn’t see pain or desperation, only ironclad determination.
And total clarity of purpose. 
“We will defeat him together,” she said. “As was promised in the flame.”
Tyris placed her right hand against my black scales. Her entire body immolated as if she were a living wick…and she disappeared. 
A wave of energy exploded inside me, stronger than ever before. It was more than raw power; it was like a cleansing flame burning me from the inside out, searing away every impurity, cauterizing every wound, scouring me of every twinge of pain…
Two as one, Tyris’s voice came into my thoughts, shockingly close and clear. Maskari.
With a bestial roar, I leapt back to my feet and slammed my arm into the side of Krynn’s throat, sending him tumbling violently across the rooftop while his mouth belched a torrent of flame into the air. Snarling in protest, his golden eyes shot open wide when he regained his footing. 
“What?” he gasped. 
He looked down at what should have been a gaping hole in my side. But the giant ballista bolt had been reduced to pile of ash beneath me, and there was no sign of the wound it had caused. Lower down in my chest, in the place where I’d spend the last five years nursing a ravenous, magic-hungry scar, my black scales were completely unblemished. 
In that moment, I realized the Mosh’Dalar had been right. Only Tyris could cleanse the corruption inside me. 
And only I could destroy the Dragon Sovereign.
“No,” Krynn hissed, teeth bared. “No, it’s not possible!”
“Run if you like,” I rumbled. “You won’t escape this time.”
His golden eyes went wider still. And for perhaps the first time since I’d known him, Krynn Mandar knew what it was to be afraid. 
Digging his rear claws into the rooftop, he launched himself up into the air. I spread my own wings wide, then glanced behind me to see Lathriel laying on her side, staring up at me with disbelief. 
“How…?” she breathed.
“Stay here,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”
I leapt into the air, propelled not merely by my legs and wings, but by a nimbus of flame. I shot upward, my black scales wreathed in a fiery halo. And all the while, the Aether poured through me, spurring me to speeds I had never imagined possible.
For I was no longer merely a prince or a slayer. I was a true Dragon Sovereign.
And the skies belonged to me. 
The air blazed in my wake as I chased after Krynn. He flew hard for the gate, perhaps hoping his archers on the walls or the ballistae in the defense towers might take me down, but no one fired. The entire battle seemed to pause beneath us as we flew, as if everyone watching was holding their collective breath. 
I drew closer every instant, my claws out and ready to rend his scales. There was nowhere for him to run this time, no shadows for him to seek refuge. 
With a vengeful roar, I speared my claws into his back as I dove on top of him, and our wings tangled together as we became a tumbling blur of teeth and blood and flame. He slashed back in desperation, but I was simply too strong and too fast. I flayed open scale after scale…
I drove him down atop the city’s wall, shattering masonry and bone. The soldiers scattered in terror, and by the time our massive bodies finally stopped tumbling amid the avalanching slide of stone, a fifty-foot stretch of the battements had been completely destroyed. I let out a triumphant roar, looking down at the battered red body beneath me as I grabbed Krynn by the throat and hauled him upright. 
He looked at me one last time with his golden eyes…and then I sank my teeth deep into his neck. 
Boiling blood rushed into my mouth as his claws scraped futilely at my sides. But every thrash was weaker than the last, and as a last rush of air wheezed from his lungs, the man I’d once trusted—the man I’d once loved as a brother—went limp in my arms. 
I opened my jaws. Krynn’s body slipped from my grip, and I watched as it plummeted off the side of the wall and tumbled down the cliff on which the city was perched. The rumble from the crash shuddered across the city, the plain, and the army arrayed upon it, while a cloud of stone dust rose up like smoke from a funeral pyre.
I perched in the rent in the wall, blood streaking down my black muzzle and breath heaving in my chest. After five long years, Krynn’s betrayal at Dragonfall had finally been avenged. His reign of terror was over. 
But Tyris…
I looked down at my black scales, as unblemished as if I’d never been stabbed by that cursed dagger. But then something stirred inside my chest, a flare of power I couldn’t explain. My black scales seemed as if they momentarily turned red, and I unwittingly began shifting back into my elven form. There was no pain, only an inner warmth as if I’d submerged myself in one of the heated pools at Siren Falls. I could feel the Aether surging through every pore of my being, free and uninhibited…and then the flames leapt off my body as if they were alive. 
After a few heartbeats, the fire began to coalesce into a female figure. And then, with a blinding flash, Tyris was once again standing beside me, her orange hair fluttering in the wind and her naked body—and red Sorokar brand—glimmering in the afternoon sunlight. 
She was smiling. 
“It is as I promised,” she said, stepping forward and sliding her arms around my waist. “Two as one.”
I pulled her lips to mine. “Maskari.”




Epilogue


Pillars of orange flame and black smoke rose up from within Anar Dol, as if the entire mountain range was a giant cauldron slowly boiling the dragons who lived within. Irileth Sorokar, Dragon Mother and Dagger of House Teviss, had found the obsidian peaks quite foreboding when she had first arrived five years ago.  
Now that she understood the true purpose of the caldera, she found them and everything else about Lomir Drakath downright terrifying.
“You should not have come up here again,” she said, turning to look down at the young drow female ascending the narrow path. 
“I apologize, mistress,” Karethys said, dropping to a knee and bowing her head once she reached the lip of the caldera. “But I fear this cannot wait.”
Irileth hissed in frustration, but she couldn’t bring herself to scold the girl again. Partially because Karethys had been such a loyal servant, but mostly because she had been eagerly awaiting this report. 
Her son was alive—Alamir was alive. The revelation had already changed everything. And now it was time to act. 
“Speak,” Irileth said.
“The missives have been dispatched,” Karethys reported. “Our allies should start mobilizing within a few days.”
“If we’re lucky. What about the riders?”
“They are prepared to leave at your order, mistress. Prince Alamir will have all the support he needs soon.”
All the support we can provide, anyway, Irileth thought darkly to herself. Had she the power, she would have mobilized every soldier and sorcerer and Blade Dancer in the Empire to rally to her son’s side. The battle for the throne in Tel Kithas wasn’t going to be easy…or bloodless. 
But it would be vital. Of that, she was certain. 
“I know that you worry, mistress,” Karethys said, lifting her head and those wondrous violet eyes of hers. “But the betrayer won’t be able to hold on to power for long. House Tynov is finally prepared to turn, and the chaos sown by the dustborn rebels will spread across the province. It is only a matter of time before—“
“Krynn isn’t the one I’m worried about,” Irileth interrupted. With a heavy sigh, she gestured with her gauntlet. 
Karethys slowly rose to her feet and looked down into the horror that was the caldera. “Surely the Godsworn aren’t as powerful as you fear,” she whispered. 
“They could be more powerful, for all we know,“ Irileth said. “We should have cut our aid to the Underborn the moment we realized they were involved.”
Karethys stirred. “If we had, the rebellion in the Reach would have died in its infancy. House Mandar’s position would be much stronger.”
Irileth drew in a long, slow breath. She knew the arguments all too well, having made them to herself countless times. It was an alliance of convenience, she’d argued, temporary and regrettable but absolutely crucial. The same as so many other alliances she’d made over the past few decades. To survive the present, she’d learned, one must sometimes be willing to mortgage the future. 
But that future was here much sooner than anyone had anticipated. And while she could hardly blame herself for failing to foil a scheme thousands of years in the making, the truth was that she had still played a part in aiding the enemies of the Empire. Nearly everyone had, from the Great Houses to the Vaz Gorati. 
And they hadn’t even realized it. 
“We need to anticipate their next move,” she said into the pause. “They must have plans after the Reach.”
“Whatever they are, we will stop them, mistress,” Karethys said. “And Alamir will be there to help.”
A ghost of a smile tugged at Irileth’s lips. Karethys had become quite an effective operative for House Teviss over the past five years. She was smart and cunning, and her sorcerous gifts were impressive. But even when she tried to be cold, there was always a hint of hopeful warmth behind it. And every time she spoke of Alamir, Irileth could hear the quiet desperation in the girl’s voice. 
The Empire forbade Wyrm Lords from mating with their concubines. The girls were meant to be servants, not true lovers. But Irileth knew firsthand how deluded that ideology was in practice. And Karethys, like her, was a victim of Vaz Gorati dogma. 
“I’ve never asked you this before, mistress,” Karethys said. “But do you believe in the Vorskai prophecy? That the human dragon will bring an end to the Drought?”
“I believe in my son,” Irileth said. “For now, that’s enough.”
Karethys smiled. “We can depart whenever you are ready, mistress.”
“I’ll be along shortly.”
“Yes, mistress. Ilhari kyorl dos.”
Karethys gave a quick bow, then turned and began the long trek back down the jagged mountain path. Irileth watched her for a long moment, wondering if she was imagining how much of herself she saw in the other girl. 
Hopefully not too much. Karethys had a good heart. Irileth had been forced to freeze hers a long time ago. 
Taking another deep breath, Irileth turned and descended the equally jagged steps into the caldera. Anar Dol had been dormant for many millennia, but it still felt strange to feel such bitter cold as she moved downward into the heart of a volcano. There was no lava or molten rock, only a flickering blaze of chilling green Palefire at the seam of the Veil. 
A seam that was slowly but inevitably tearing open. 
Irileth panned her gaze across the wide cauldron, the usual wave of sickness crashing over her at the sight of the fifty Elder Dragons huddled together in a wide circle around the seam. When she had first looked down upon Anar Dol from the sky while on her husband’s back, she had thought that the Council of Wyrms looked almost regal gathered around the flame. It wasn’t until she descended to the caldera floor that she realized they weren’t nobles sitting at a table debating the issues of the day. 
They were silent wardens, forever bound to the protection and maintenance of the Veil. It was a solemn duty, and one none of them had understood before their terms as Dragon Sovereigns had ended. If they had, she wondered how many of them would have voluntarily taken the throne of their province. 
Swallowing heavily, she moved between the massive dragons. Many red, some blue, a few green…
And then the great golden dragon himself. Valion Sorokar, the man who had made his concubine a Dragon Bride…and then a Dragon Mother. 
“Our son lives, my love,” she whispered, placing a hand upon his scales. “Hope endures.”
Valion did not respond. He never did, not since he’d taken his place upon the Council. Trapped in his own mind, waging an unceasing war against the merciless whispers of the demons of the Pale, he had little energy left to spare for the physical world. 
But he could hear her. Irileth knew that much. And she liked to believe that he could feel her touch as well. 
“I do not wish to leave your side, but he will need my help in the days ahead,” she whispered. “And I will not allow any harm to come to him. Not again.”
The Palefire at the center of the caldera flashed, and she swore she saw it expand a few more inches. Yet still, the Elder Dragons remained still and silent. 
“Your sacrifice will not be in vain, my lord,” she whispered. “My love.”
Irileth kissed his golden scales. “Our son will become Sovereign,” she vowed, as much to herself as to her husband. “I will make certain of it.”
[image: image-placeholder]I warned you many times. You are no match for the black dragon. 
The taunting voice of the Old God bellowed through Krynn’s mind as if someone had rung a bell inside his skull. Yet despite the volume, he couldn’t seem to open his eyes. He couldn’t seem to do much of anything at all, not even breathe. 
You allowed your pride to blind you. I offered you all the power you could ever need to destroy him, and yet you refused to kneel. 
Krynn felt a rush of air inside his body, and his mouth opened as his lungs drew their first breath in minutes. But his vision remained dark, and he still had no control over his body. All he could do was think.
Was he trapped between worlds? Dead but unable to pass on to the Aether? 
Oh, you aren’t dead. Not yet. Your life was never yours to waste, dragon. You are forever bound to me, body and soul.
Krynn still couldn’t move, but a bitter chill enfolded him as if he had been dipped into a pool of freezing water. 
I am the one who made you what you are. Your father used my weapon to destroy the last Vermillion. He used my power to harvest the dragon blood and transfer it to his only son. You are my creation every bit as much as his. The last hope of a weak, pathetic house. 
Another rush of air flooded into his lungs, and this time Krynn’s eyes snapped open. He was lying within a crater shaped from his own body amidst a thick fog of dust from the crushed stones that had tumbled down with him. Two masked, hooded figures in white robes stood over him, lines of dark energy shooting from their hands and into him, rejuvenating his torn flesh. Or perhaps transforming it…
“He is ready, priestess,” one of the figures said. 
“Good. We must act quickly.”
A third figure appeared in his vision, a female faeyn in a loose black dress. A strange, popping hiss filled his ears, and her hands flashed with green Palefire as she sundered the Veil. The area directly behind her turned strangely black, as if she had opened a doorway in the middle of the air. 
Krynn’s body began to move. He still couldn’t control it, but his legs and muscles suddenly had the power to pull his body upright and walk through the portal. 
When he stepped through, everything was the same…yet also different. The cliff leading up to the Sethuil, the crater his impact had made, even the Droughtlands to the south. They were all still there, but it was as if they had all been enveloped in perpetual twilight. 
And then…then he heard the voices. 
They came to him slowly at first, vague, unintelligible rasps like someone whispering from the other side of the room. But as they grew in number and in volume, he started to understand. 
And that understanding filled him with terror.
They were all crying out for freedom, for escape. As if they had been trapped within this realm of torment for unending eons. 
The priestess was still there next to him, though the portal vanished behind her when she stepped through it alone. 
“We shall return to Tel Kithas,” she said, her voice oddly hollow and distant in this realm of shadow. “You will take me to the vault beneath the palace. The bounty of the gods lies hidden within.”
“I…” Krynn rasped, his draconic voice sounding pathetically weak and hollow. “I will not!”
“Yes, you will,” she said with a smile. “We are both servants of the gods. We are all Sworn.”
I told you that gods have no equals, only servants, Dathiel’s voice boomed again. It is time for you to become the man you were always meant to be. A vessel of my power. An instrument of my will. Not merely a Dragon Sovereign…but a Dragon God. 
“I understand,” Krynn said, only it wasn’t him who had spoken. A dark horror washed over him when he realized he no longer had control of his body or voice or anything. 
“Good,” the priestess said. “Now be a good little dragon and take us home.”
To Be Concluded

[image: image-placeholder]The Dragon Sovereign will conclude this summer with Godsworn! You can pre-order soon! 
Make sure to follow me on Amazon and sign up for the newsletter so you don’t miss any releases! www.sarahhawke.com/newsletter
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. 
You can also follow me online on Facebook (facebook.com/hawkenovels) and on Twitter (twitter.com/hawkenovels)
And finally, you can support me on Patreon (patreon.com/hawkenovels) for frequent updates, chapter previews, reader polls, and a chance to give me story suggestions directly!
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Appendix



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. Or 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
Faeyn: also known as wood elves. Native to Falinor. 
Highborn: The common name for the Avetharri elves who rule the Empire
Illisaya: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Eternal Lady, a goddess of beauty, fertility, life, and water. Or invoked as the Decaying Mistress, a demon of despair, entropy, pestilence, and torment
Lahara: The Dragon Goddess, the first dragon whose children created the Empire. 
Larnis: female concubine of a male Wyrm Lord
Lomir Drakath: The capital province of Varellon that hosts the Elder Dragons and their wives
Moonsilver: A rare metal that is lighter yet stronger than steel.
Nugul: A slur for “without magic”
Orc: A strong, powerful race of warriors with a long history of being enslaved
Pale: A shadowy realm of demons coterminous with the physical world. The prison of the Six Gods. 
Sanathar: Dragon Apostle of wind and flight
Shalassa: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Moonmaiden, a goddess of illusion, light, mysteries, and nature. Or invoked as the Shadowblade, a demon of darkness, deception, murder, and secrets.  
Sorcery: the art of channeling the Aether. Only practiced by those born with the gift. 
Solterys: The First Sorcerer, consort to Lahara, creator of the Veil
Sorekul Drakath: “Dragon Slayer” in the old tongue
Varellon: the name of the continent ruled by the Empire
Vatari: A magical crystal that absorbs magic. The key component in all artifice
Vaz Gorati: Sisterhood of highborn blood priestesses who worship Lahara and protect the dragon blood. They manage marriages and bloodlines across the Empire. 
The Veil: The barrier between the physical world and the Pale created by Solterys. Prevents demons from crossing over and imprisons the Old Gods. 
Vorskai: The human tribe living within the Vorsk Valley. 
Wyrm Lord: the title given to full dragons when they come of age 
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