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Prologue


Rilas Bastrel, the future Dragon Sovereign of Lostrien, hissed in frustration as another spike of pain shuddered through his chest. The burns inflicted by the Vaz Gorati’s amulet were regenerating, but the process was much slower than it should have been, especially here in the Pale where its dark energies could infuse him with power. Everything around him was a colorless gray—the muddy soil, the rain-slickened hills, even the cloud-filled sky. He had retreated here in order to heal, but within the timelessness of the shadow realm, it was difficult to tell precisely how long he’d been gone.

[Master? Master, where are you?]

A chorus of chittering voices filled his mind. They were numerous but distant, as if the Tirzak were trying to communicate with him from the other side of a vast chasm. And while they didn’t speak in words that most mortals could understand, Rilas could feel the meaning behind the chitters clearly enough.

[Master? Come back to us. Guide us. Show us the path to vengeance.]

Distantly, Rilas wondered if the broken deities of the ancient world had ever grown tired of their worshipers calling out for them. He certainly did. While he didn’t yet wield as much power as the Old Gods, he had slowly come to the conclusion that the power he wielded was not so different from theirs. Here within the Pale, he could see the spark of energy which connected him to his followers glowing inside his scales, almost as if his body were an amber cage around a flickering lantern.

He had discovered the spark during one of his first adventures into the shadow realm. He hadn’t understood what it was then, but he had felt it calling out to him. And when he’d finally overcome his fear and placed his hand upon it, the rush of knowledge had been overwhelming. A weaker man would have been utterly destroyed by the sheer power that he’d absorbed, but Rilas was nothing if not a survivor. His entire life had been brutal struggles followed by earned triumphs. Mastering the spark was no different.

[Master? Master, please!]

He had never heard his swarm beg for anything until now. He could feel growing fear. By shifting into the Pale to recover, he had temporarily severed his connection to them. He was like one of the Old Gods, drowning in the cries of his faithful but unable to provide them with any power. Some of his disciples were starting to wonder if their dragon god had abandoned them forever. A small part of him was tempted to leave them to fend for themselves a bit longer, if only to ensure they understood that they could never defeat the Avetharri and reclaim their ancestral homeland without him.

But even though Sovereign Alessara’s army had been crippled and her weakness exposed, Rilas hadn’t achieved victory yet. Princess Kyriel and the human dragon had escaped. The war for Lostrien wouldn’t be won in a single battle after all.

He growled as he lifted his enormous draconic body and stood upright. The mud didn’t stick to his scales here as it would in the mortal world, a fact for which he was grateful. There was no rain either, though he could see black clouds dotting the otherwise gray sky. The Pale was an insubstantial reflection of the mortal realm where strength of will could triumph over strength of body. In many ways, it felt like home.

But he couldn’t stay here forever. With another low growl, he channeled his dark power and pushed his way through the Veil and back into the physical world. The summer rain pounded on his white scales, and the ground was once again wet and sticky beneath his feet. And between the mix of mud, grass, and bloody corpses, the previously colorless fields became a vibrant mosaic of brown, green, and crimson.

[Master!]

Rilas couldn’t see the strange spark inside him while he was in the physical realm, but he could still feel the invisible tendrils of energy connecting him to his Tirzak disciples. A wave of relief washed over the swarm upon his return, and he used the divine connection to explore the battlefield through the eyes of his minions.

A little over an hour had passed since the Sovereign’s surviving forces had fled the field. The Tirzak had slaughtered most of the stragglers, but they had captured several prisoners in the hopes that Rilas would find them valuable. Otherwise, the mantis warriors were tending to their own fallen and waiting for their dragon god to give them new commands.

Through the tendrils of energy that bound him to his Tirzak disciples, Rilas assured them that they had fought well, and he gave them permission to gather the bodies of their fallen enemies in preparation for a great victory feast. Tomorrow, they would begin their march to Oro Sarn—he wanted to conquer the fortress before the Windsong scions could muster a real defense. But tonight, he thought it wise to reward his loyal warriors and bolster their morale for the battles ahead.

In the meantime, Rilas stomped across the battlefield to look upon the captives that the Tirzak had dragged into a loose circle. Most appeared to be minor officers—Blue Legion centurions and Windsong company captains—and several had been so mutilated that they wouldn’t survive the night. But one of the prisoners caught Rilas’s attention, and despite the lingering pain in his chest, his draconic maw spread into a wide smile.

“You have done well, my servants,” he said as his eyes locked onto the unconscious body of the squat, heavily armored house patriarch. “Very well.”

He had instructed his warriors to capture Haberian Windsong alive if at all possible, but he hadn’t expected it to happen. Battlefields were a chaotic place. Once again, he was impressed by his faithful swarm. No army of dustborn or houseless elves could have coordinated so effectively.

[There is another.]

The chittering voice entered his mind, and Rilas turned as another of his loyal disciples dragged forth the wounded and unconscious body of a tall Avetharri warrior. The man’s elaborate moonsilver armor was dented and covered in mud, but the durable plates had saved his life. The Tirzak had recovered the man’s sword as well—the long, elegant blade was stained ochre with the blood of dozens of mantis warriors.

“Even better,” Rilas said, the pain in his chest completely forgotten. Capturing Haberian Windsong might allow him to conquer Oro Sarn without any additional bloodshed. But capturing Malion Starmantle, the Dragon Father himself…

Well, that was just a pure delight, whether it helped him win any future battles or not.

“Keep these two,” he said. “The rest you can add to your feast.”

The Tirzak warriors chittered excitedly as they dragged away the other screaming, wounded prisoners, but Rilas didn’t pay them any heed. He just smiled as he glanced between the unconscious bodies of the two most powerful and influential men in Lostrien.

“Keep these two restrained, but tend to their wounds,” Rilas said. “We’ll have use for both of them in the days ahead.”

[But what of your queen, master? Where is she?]

Rilas cast his gaze west over the bloody fields toward the distant capital. Kyriel would be back in Tir Bereth soon if she wasn’t already. Whatever temporary relief she’d gotten from escaping his clutches would soon be replaced by terror—terror that would quickly spread through the vassal lords and ladies of her court. With Sovereign Alessara’s deception exposed, House Valostri’s former allies would turn against them. Fear might even drive them to violence. Ten thousand years of Valostri rule could crumble before his armies ever reached the capital.

But then, it might not. The princess had her own dragon now, and her pathetic vassals might be willing to overlook his dustborn heritage if and when they realized he was the only one who could protect them. As for the princess herself, Kyriel would have to demonstrate great strength and wisdom to rule in her mother’s stead under such unstable conditions. Rilas hoped that she would succeed—he wanted the mother of his children to be strong, powerful, and competent once she finally accepted the inevitable and willingly took her place beneath him.

“My queen awaits me in Tir Bereth,” Rilas said, a dark smile stretching across his draconic maw. “And I will be paying her another visit soon.”


1
Regency


“Oh…oh…oh!” Kyriel cried out, her volume rising with each moan. Her tight elven body clenched around me, her nails digging into my sides and her eyes rolling back into her head. I had been dutifully performing my role as Dragon Consort for several hours, staying hard and ready no matter how wildly she rode me or how many times she finished.

But now, with the clock well past midnight, the princess had finally ceded control. I had promptly flipped her over, grabbed hold of her soft calves, and pounded her royal cunt with everything I had left. The result was that she was climaxing yet again, this time while I pumped another load of my hot human seed directly into her royal womb.

“Ngn…ooo…ngngn…” she cooed incoherently once I’d finished. Her breaths were quick and heavy, and her eyes seemingly unable to reopen. I held myself motionless on top of her, our foreheads pressed together and our lips almost touching. My hands were still clasped around her slender ankles, holding them beside her head and keeping her taut body folded beneath me.

Looking down at her, the elven maiden with radiant sapphire eyes and the prettiest face I’d ever seen, I could hardly believe that any of this was real. It seemed like only yesterday that I had been nothing more than a nameless human soldier fighting in the arena in the hopes of earning a bit of coin and some land to call my own. Yet here I was now, just over a week later, making love to the most beautiful girl in Lostrien for hours on end.

In some ways, it was harder to believe than the fact that I was a dragon.

“I…I don’t understand,” Kyriel panted, her hands sliding up my sides until they settled on my cheeks. “Men aren’t supposed to be able to spill this many times!”

“Those men don’t have you to inspire them,” I said. “I’m always ready for more.”

She laughed tiredly. Her toes curled, which I took as a sign for me to release my hold on her ankles so she could move her legs. But even when they lowered, she squeezed them around my waist instead, then pulled me in for a long, deep kiss.

In truth, I didn’t know if I could keep going or not. I felt like I’d exceeded my limits an hour ago, but so far Kyriel’s nubile body had proven every bit as effective as Vin’s magic at keeping me going. And the best part was it was mutual; every time I exploded inside her, the vatari tattoos on her right arm began to glow. They were casting both our bodies—and the sweat beading on our flesh—in soft blue light right now.

And they weren’t the only things reacting to my seed. When Kyriel looked up at me as we broke our kiss, I saw that her blue irises were a brilliant draconic yellow.

Just like every other time I had spent inside her today.

“Your eyes,” I whispered, gently dragging my thumb over her cheek. “They’re doing it again.”

Kyriel glanced to her right. Her chamber was so vast that the mirror on her vanity must have been thirty feet away, and other than the thin rays of moonlight coming from the balcony window, the only illumination in the room was the glow of her tattoos. But with her keen elven vision, she was able to see her reflection anyway.

“Faarea,” she gasped. “I…I don’t understand.”

The first time this had happened, we had been outside in the palace gardens. We had been in her chamber ever since, so now she could see the discoloration for herself. It never lasted long—usually not more than a few seconds—but it surely had to mean something.

“You really don’t feel any different?” I asked. “No sudden urges to grow claws or breathe lightning?”

“No,” Kyriel said, gently touching her own face. “My only urge is to get you on your back so I can ride you again.”

I chuckled. “I told you, I’m ready if you are.”

She smiled widened, and she pulled me in for yet another kiss. Our tongues danced for a solid minute before she pulled back. When her lids fluttered open again, I watched as the last flecks of gold drained away like sand sliding through an hourglass.

“No woman should be given a toy like this,” she said, her hips churning rhythmically to keep me stiff inside her. “I’m not sure I want to share you anymore. I might have to tie you to the bed so I can use you whenever I want.”

“I can think of worse fates.”

I slid my hands along the outside of her smooth thighs. The silken sheets beneath us were easily the softest fabric I’d ever touched, yet even they seemed coarse compared to Kyriel’s flawless skin. I could happily caress and kiss and lick it for the rest of eternity without growing bored.

“You say that now,” she purred, lips hovering a hair’s breadth from mine. “But I fully intend to ride you until you break.”

My cock throbbed inside her. “Then it’s a good thing I’m more durable than I look.”

She laughed, and I felt her ankles lock behind my back to hold me against her while her fingers mussed my short hair. “I shouldn’t have waited so long to claim you. I should have ordered you to my bed the first moment I tasted you.”

“Well, I’m here now,” I told her. “And you don’t have to tie me down—I wasn’t planning on going anywhere.”

Kyriel twisted her hips, and with a surprising burst of strength, she managed to roll me over until I was on my back again like she wanted. It only took a moment for her to start churning her hips again, and I was fully prepared for her to keep riding me all the way until dawn. But she just kissed me instead, her golden hair spilling over my shoulders and her plump breasts pressing into my chest.

When she did finally slide off me, it was both a disappointment and a relief. I was prepared to do my part as consort and let her have me whenever she wanted, but I genuinely could use the break. As hard as it was to believe, one could only fuck a beautiful princess so many times in one day.

“I’ll have to do some research,” she said from my side, her leg slung over my waist and her hands gently sliding over my chest. “Maybe it does mean something—maybe if you fuck me hard enough, I’ll transform beneath you.”

“I’d love to see that,” I said. “Though I admit, I’m rather fond of the way you look now.”

Kyriel snickered and gave one of my chest hairs a playful tug. “Did you ever think this was where you’d end up after you were invited to the Tasting?”

“Not in my wildest dreams. I have to be the luckiest man in the Empire.”

“Without question. Though to be honest, I feel pretty damn lucky too.”

“For finding a consort with actual muscles?”

“For finding a dragon right when we needed him most.” Her smile slowly faded as her hand went still atop my belly. The glow in her tattoos had nearly faded, leaving her as little more than a moonlit silhouette. “I just hope it’s enough. If the Tirzak head this way…”

“We’ll stop them,” I assured her, feathering a hand through her golden hair. “And we’ll make Bastrel pay for what he’s done. I promise.”

Kyriel’s smile returned, though only for a moment. Even with her features shrouded in shadow, I could see the worry and doubt in her eyes. She possessed such inner strength and poise that it was easy to forget she was only nineteen years old, young by human standards and barely an adult by elven ones. Before I’d barged into her life, she had already been saddled with an enormous responsibility—for the sake of her house and her province, she had been expected to take a consort and give birth to a healthy dragon child as soon as possible. But now, that was only one of her burdens.

The Tirzak venom had left her mother insensate, and her father had likely been killed in a desperate gambit to buy his sovereign time to escape. For all intents and purposes, the Dragon Princess was now the Dragon Sovereign…but since Kyriel couldn’t actually transform, there was no guarantee that the other Great Houses would recognize her authority. We still had no idea whether the vassal lords and ladies would rally alongside her or scatter to the winds. Because if they did all retreat to their own fiefdoms—or worse, decided to join Bastrel—then the walls were going to start closing around all of us very quickly.

We were scheduled to appear in court with some of the vassal lords this morning, Kyriel to negotiate and me to stand there looking imperious as a dragon. I wasn’t looking forward to it, nor any of the inevitable private conversations that followed, but being here with Kyriel tonight had allowed both of us to forget all that. We had been in our own little world, sharing our breath and our bodies. And here in the stillness of the night, with her soft naked flesh pressed tightly against me, reality was a decidedly unwelcome intrusion.

“I should dismiss you now,” Kyriel whispered, her fingertips continuing to explore the hairs on my chest.

“Why’s that?” I asked.

“There are entire volumes in the library about the dangers of dragons becoming too attached to their consorts. You’re meant to be a pleasurable distraction and a useful tool. I’m supposed to take what I need from you, nothing more.”

I snorted softly. “Sounds like how I’m supposed to treat my concubine.”

“More or less,” Kyriel said. “The only meaningful difference between them is born out of necessity. Female dragons need consorts to get them pregnant. But male dragons are expected to have a breeding harem, so their concubines wear collars to prevent them from getting pregnant.”

She looked up at me, her eyes glimmering in the fading light of her tattoos. “Of course, you get to be both. You’ll have to start assembling and breeding your harem soon. It sounds like a terrible burden.”

“I’m not sure how I’ll manage,” I said dryly.

She smirked, and her hand began crawling down my belly toward my waist. “Though remember, I’ll still get to have you whenever I want. You’re mine until I grow tired of you.”

I moaned softly when her fingers curled around my semi-rigid manhood and squeezed. Blood rushed back into my member, making it grow rapidly in her grip.

“But I really shouldn’t get attached,” Kyriel said. “No matter how tempting.”

I stroked her hair again. “I failed my own test with Lia. She insisted that I should treat her as a disposable pleasure, but I told her that I wanted a partner, not a servant. So the question is…which one do you want?”

Kyriel’s gaze went distant. “I watched my parents spend years growing apart. I don’t want that. And I don’t think I want a servant, either.”

She stirred in the sheets, lifting her leg over my body so she could straddle me again. Her hand remained on my cock so that it could pull me back to her wet, waiting slit.

“I want a partner,” she breathed, lips hovering over mine as she leaned close and eased my tip back inside her. “Who just so happens to also be a disposable pleasure. What do you think about that?”

“Hmm,” I mused as I gave her impossibly smooth thighs a firm squeeze. “How about a renewable pleasure?”

Kyriel gasped as I sank back into her, and I squeezed her legs as her tight, scorching walls stretched to accommodate me.

“Perfect,” she breathed. “Absolutely perfect.”

[image: ]

“Will she live?”

The ominous question hung in the air, further strengthening the palpable sense of dread hanging over the throne room. Kyriel shifted uncomfortably in her mother’s chair, though the movement was so subtle that I doubted the courtiers noticed. The princess looked resplendent in her elegant blue scaled dress, and she was projecting a regal, commanding aura that made her seem like a completely different woman than the rugged huntress I’d first spoken to in the Garothi Peaks.

She also appeared quite different from the passionate, energetic girl I’d spent all night in bed with, though that was less surprising.

“Sovereign Alessara has survived far more grievous wounds in the past,” Kyriel said. “She will recover in time.”

“How much time?” Lady Featherfall asked.

All the other highborn courtiers looked just as annoyed as her. The red-haired leader of House Featherfall had simply been the first to put her doubts into words. She barely looked older than me despite the fact that she was over two hundred, though the intense furrow in her brow was drawing out wrinkles that added a few years to her otherwise youthful elven face.

“We aren’t sure yet,” Kyriel admitted. “But fear not: her condition is stable, and the Vaz Gorati continue their efforts to restore her strength.”

The courtiers still didn’t seem convinced by her assurances, and it wasn’t as if I could really blame them. Blood Mother Sianeth, the highest-ranking Vaz Gorati in Lostrien, had been caught in a rather embarrassing lie about my blood. And far more importantly, Sovereign Alessara had just had her long-running deception exposed. She had managed to conceal the crippling effects of Bastrel’s shadow curse for two decades, but everyone in the province would soon realize that they didn’t have a dragon protector after all.

At least, not an elven dragon protector. Instead they had me, the contemptible human they’d despised from the moment I entered the palace. They probably hated me even more now that I had officially stolen their sons’ opportunity to become the princess’s consort. Kyriel would be bearing my dragon children, not theirs.

Still, at least they could no longer deny what I was. By now, everyone important had seen me flying over the city, and most of them had also received reports from the survivors of the battle in the Crossroads. Human or not, I was a dragon, and my powers might very well be the only thing standing between them and Rilas Bastrel, not to mention his massive swarm of Tirzak.

Nevertheless, Kyriel and I had decided it would be best for me to appear in court today as a golden Wyrmidon rather than a man. My “half dragon” form still made me tower over everyone here. I must have been nine feet tall, and I weighed a solid five hundred pounds. My vision and senses were also much sharper in this form, though my sword felt bizarrely tiny on my belt. She had given me a glaive to hold instead, since similar polearms were apparently common weapons for Wyrmidons across the Empire.

It wasn’t the only change to my typical armaments. Rather than a suit of armor, I was finally wearing the glamour stone that the artificers in Gûl Norigaad had created for me. The small blue crystal hanging from my neck was currently projecting an illusion of gold platemail a shade darker than my scales along with a Valostri blue tabard. The glamour was meant to look both intimidating and resplendent, but I couldn’t get over the fact that I was effectively stark naked during a meeting of the Sovereign’s Court.

It shouldn’t have bothered me, given how much time I’d spent nude or in a loincloth since I’d entered the palace—my first experience had been getting stripped down and bathed by a group of faeyn servants. But it was one thing to be unimpeded when you were busy fucking an elven princess and her two best friends; it was quite another to feel a breeze on your cock in the middle of a serious conversation with the most powerful people in the province.

That said, it was nevertheless easy to understand why dragons preferred malleable illusion to preserve their modesty over real clothing. The glamour stone would prevent me from ruining my clothes every time I wanted to transform.

“Besides,” Kyriel continued after a pause, “my mother’s blood is blessed by Lahara herself. It will take more than mere venom to kill a dragon.”

“But she’s not a dragon. That’s the problem.”

The new male voice was deep, gravelly, and weakened by age. Lord Lethowyn of Linaeva, the vassal lord of the Drakenmire, was well over three hundred. He still only looked fifty at most to me, though something in his dark eyes definitely made him appear older than anyone else here.

“My mother is a dragon,” Kyriel corrected him. Her posture remained calm, but her voice had turned icy cold. “She is merely weakened by Lord Bastrel’s curse.”

“Far more than she let on,” Lethowyn replied, unbowed. “All these years, she swore to protect us, yet she can’t even take dragon form! The Emperor himself will hear about this. The Elder Dragons will not tolerate such a betrayal!”

I saw Kyriel’s toes flex inside her heeled shoes, but her face remained implacably calm. It was damn impressive—I wouldn’t have been able to stay composed in a situation like this. But then, I was a soldier who had spent his life learning how to fight, not a princess who had grown up surrounded by palace intrigue.

“My mother will submit to whatever judgement the Council of Wyrms deems appropriate,” she said diplomatically. “But Lostrien does still have a proper dragon protector, and he is standing right next to me. Lord Farric is the only reason that any of our forces survived the ambush at the Crossroads. And with your support, he can defeat Bastrel and his Tirzak swarm.”

Featherfall, Lethowyn, and the loyalists who’d accompanied them all turned to look at me. As their eyes searched my gold scales for any sign of weakness, once again I found myself wishing that my armor was real rather than an illusion. But I’d been inspected by my superiors in the Legion countless times, so I didn’t have any trouble keeping my expression stern or my posture straight. They could search for vulnerability and doubt all they wanted. They wouldn’t find either.

“My missive should reach the Council soon,” Lord Lethowyn said. “They will surely dispatch an Elder Dragon to deal with the Bastrel upstart as well.”

“We’ve all sent missives to the Council,” Lady Featherfall replied darkly. “We’ve been pleading to them to intervene ever since Abethaal closed its borders and restricted the flow of vatari, yet none of the Elder Dragons has so much as lifted a claw. If they won’t act when the very lifeblood of the Empire is being constricted, I find it difficult to believe they will act to stop the Tirzak.”

Lethowyn turned to look at her. “The Emperor cannot ignore this! If the Tirzak overwhelm Lostrien, they could—”

“Lady Featherfall is right,” Kyriel cut in. “We can’t rely on the Empire to save us. We must assume that we’re on our own and act accordingly.”

The two house lords glared at each other for a moment, then finally turned back to the princess. Collectively, they were thirty times Kyriel’s age, so I doubted they were going to take the assurances of a nineteen year-old girl seriously no matter what she said. But whether they liked it or not, the young Dragon Princess and her human consort were all they had unless they wanted to risk facing the fury of the White Wyrm and his Tirzak swarm on their own.

“While my mother recovers, it is my duty to serve as Dragon Sovereign in her place,” Kyriel announced. “And as of this moment, I am assuming command of all Blue Legion soldiers in Lostrien. I will consolidate my forces here in Tir Bereth in preparation for an attack, and I ask that you dispatch your armies to help reinforce the city as quickly as possible.”

“And what if the White Wyrm doesn’t attack here?” Lady Featherfall asked, sounding near panic. “Will you abandon us?”

Kyriel shook her head. “I will not abandon any of House Valostri’s loyal vassals. But Bastrel can’t attack the Drylands or the Drakenmire without passing through Tir Bereth first. This is where we should all make our stand, just as our ancestors did millennia ago when the last Tirzak horde emerged from the mountains.”

“House Bastrel’s forces have yet to fully secure Oro Sarn,” I added, still unaccustomed to the deep rumble of my Wyrmidon voice. “Once he does, it’s possible that he will march his army north instead. If that happens, we can reevaluate our options and deploy our own forces accordingly. But we need every soldier we can muster here in Tir Bereth first.”

The two vassal lords looked at me again, perhaps surprised that I’d spoken to them rather than remaining a draconic statue at the princess’s side. But Kyriel had said that it was vital for them to confront and accept the power dynamics here. I was more than the princess’s prized breeding stallion; I was the dragon protector of Lostrien. The sooner they wrapped their elven heads around that, the better for all of us.

“House Starmantle is repositioning their forces at Tari Hyare as we speak,” Kyriel said. “If Bastrel makes a move in that direction, we’ll be in an excellent position to outmaneuver him.”

I had assumed that one of our guests would ask about the Wyvernwing Coast if Bastrel decided to move his swarm in that direction first, but they didn’t…probably because neither of them were fond of House Akathi. It would have been nice if Lord Vaeron had been here to defend himself, but like most of the other vassal lords, Akathi had retreated to the safety of his home and begun organizing his own defenses.

Unfortunately for him, his fiefdom was badly exposed. And despite the power and discipline of his legendary leophon knights, his forces were no match for a dragon or the thousands upon thousands of Tirzak under his command. Even worse, there was no feasible way for the Legion to reinforce his lands if Rilas attacked in the future. In theory, we could launch a flanking assault from the south, but we didn’t have anywhere near the manpower for such a gambit. House Akathi might very well have to hold off Bastrel alone for a while.

We continued discussing strategy and scouting reports for another ten minutes or so before Kyriel sent the vassal lords away with another polite but firm command to rally their forces in Tir Bereth as soon as possible. Once Featherfall and Lethowyn were gone, the princess let out a weary sigh and balled her hands into fists on the armrests of the blue crystal throne.

“It’s hard to believe that my mother’s been doing this almost every day for decades,” Kyriel said. “And with far more people arguing and competing for her attention.”

“You did well,” I assured her. “Honestly, that went better than I had expected. They seem like they might actually listen and send soldiers.”

“I hope you’re right, because I still think Bastrel will attack as soon as he can. He’s obsessed with me—with us. He’ll come for us the moment he recovers.”

Kyriel drew in a deep breath, then forced a tight smile as she sat upright and shifted her blue eyes to me. “Still, it’s not all bad. At least the vassals can’t question you anymore now that you look the part.”

I grunted softly. “Next time, you should hold court on the roof. See if they’re more malleable when they’re looking at a full golden wyrm.”

“I’m sure they will be. Goddess knows that I am.”

Kyriel smiled suggestively as she reached out to touch my armor. Her fingers passed right through the illusory plates and pressed against my scales. Even though she was a bit taller than the average highborn elven woman, she looked so much smaller and more delicate when I was a towering Wyrmidon. Now that the first dreaded meeting with her vassals was over, I had half a mind to use my increased strength to pick her up, carry her back to her chambers, and spend the rest of the day driving into her tight royal cunt while she begged me for more. But sadly, that would have to wait until tonight.

“My mother never needed to use glamour stones,” the princess commented. “She’s been a gifted illusionist her entire life.”

“The dragon visage she used at the arena was convincing enough,” I said, remembering the approving looks Sovereign Alessara had given me while I fought the Tirzak in the Parthanex. “Though this does explain why she didn’t make all that many public appearances.”

Kyriel nodded, and her smile slowly faded. “She didn’t tell me the truth until she was convinced I could handle it. When she did, she made it clear that she would have to answer for her lies eventually, but she firmly believed that the province would fall apart without a Valostri dragon on the throne, especially since the Council of Wyrms has grown increasingly distant from Imperial affairs over the past few decades. She didn’t lie because she wanted to keep power—she lied because she wanted to give me a chance to set things right. The illusion just needed to hold long enough for me to learn how to transform myself or for me to take a consort and give birth to a dragon heir.”

I took her slender arms in mine, then concentrated on my dragon blood. The transformation process was still quite difficult and taxing for me, but reverting to my natural form was simpler and quicker than the opposite. As my scales gradually became flesh, my glamour stone adjusted the illusion to project the golden armor over my human body instead. It truly was a remarkable device. Only Avetharri artificers could come up with something so clever.

“Father was always more worried about mother being exposed than she was,” Kyriel added quietly as she touched my human skin rather than draconic scales. “She figured it was pure selfishness—that he didn’t want to lose all the privileges of being her one and only consort.”

“According to General Laeryl, your father was the exact opposite of selfish during the battle,” I reminded her. “He fought to save everyone except himself.”

“Mother always underestimated him. They grew so far apart…”

Kyriel trailed off, and I saw the wave of sorrow crash over her before she buried it behind a mask of determination. She took a deep breath, then got to her feet.

“It doesn’t matter now,” she said. “One of the Legion cohorts from Linaeva should be arriving in the next few hours. I’ve no idea what rumors have reached their ears, but you should be there to meet them. Show them that the human dragon is real, and that he’ll be there to protect and command them.”

“I’ll be there,” I told her. “I was also planning to stop by Tari Barad and coordinate with the officers. I know we need all the men we can get in Tir Bereth, but I still think we should leave a small garrison at the tower just in case.”

Kyriel nodded. “It’s hard to predict how our southern neighbors will react when they hear the news. In a different day and age, House Sorokar would have eagerly sent soldiers to aid us. Now we’re worried about Abethaal crossing the border and taking advantage of our weakness.”

She hissed softly, then cast her gaze around the immense throne room until they paused on the blue dragon banners of House Valostri. “Rilas Bastrel may be insane, but he wasn’t wrong about everything,” she said gravely. “The Empire is weak. The Great Houses are more interested in fighting each other than strengthening the bloodlines, and the Emperor and his Elder Dragons don’t seem to notice or care. There’s no help coming for us. We’re going to have to defeat Bastrel ourselves.”

“And we will.” I gave her arms a reassuring squeeze. “Though we might need more than soldiers and sorcerers to do it. Do you know if Vin has made any progress on learning more about that amulet of hers?”

“I haven’t spoken to her yet today, so I’m not sure. I wasn’t able to speak to her last night, either, since I was a little busy.” Kyriel smiled up at me, and she pushed her hands through my illusory armor again. “I intend to be busy tonight, too, so you had better not linger at Tari Barad too long.”

“I’ll be back before nightfall,” I promised.

“Good. Because it’s going to be a long day, and I expect my consort to fulfill his duties and help me relax.”

Her voice was hard and serious, but the libidinous glimmer in her blue eyes was unmistakable. Once again, I was tempted to sweep her up in my arms and carry her back to her chambers. The province may have been under attack by a bloodthirsty swarm of a Tirzak and a shadowborn white wyrm, but somehow nothing else in the world seemed remotely important as long as I was looking deep into her cerulean eyes…

“I’ll be there on time, Your Highness,” I said. “You have my word.”


Interlude
Kyriel


Alessara Valostri rarely looked weak. Despite the crippling shadow curse that Lumos Bastrel had woven upon her, the Dragon Sovereign of Lostrien had remained a confident, proud, and wise leader. Even in her darkest moments, when Kyriel had been able to see the pain and frustration on her mother’s face, Alessara had still always managed to project strength.

But not today. The Dragon Sovereign was ghastly pale lying in her bed. Her red lips were nearly gray, and if Kyriel hadn’t been close enough to see her breathing, she would have assumed that her mother was dead. The Vaz Gorati healers had finally purged most of the Tirzak venom from her blood, and Alessara should have been on the mend. But the shadow curse that had stolen her fertility and her draconic abilities was now also preventing her recovery. Finding a way to lift it was no longer a matter of merely restoring her Goddess-given power.

It was a matter of survival.

“She’s endured worse,” General Laeryl said. It was a polite lie, the kind you told when there was nothing else to say. But Kyriel still smiled back at the Wyrmguard leader nonetheless.

“I know,” the princess replied.

The two of them were inside her mother’s room where the healers had eventually taken her. The immense chamber seemed emptier and lonelier than normal despite the fact there were half a dozen people inside.

Kyriel was doing her best to stay strong and keep her emotions under control, but it wasn’t easy. She found herself wondering if her mother knew that her father was dead…or that he had evidently fallen while ensuring that she and a few others could escape. From the way General Laeryl had recounted the battle, Kyriel’s parents had fought like champions out of legend. Anyone else would have been overwhelmed in mere minutes.

Because whether she could transform or not, Alessara Valostri was one of the most powerful sorceresses in Lostrien, and Malion Starmantle had been one of its most deadly Aetherblades, skilled with both magic and sword. Kyriel just wished that she had been able to help them. After all, she had been the bait in Rilas’s trap; without her, the sovereign and her consort never would have been lured out of Tir Bereth in the first place.

“I’d say I wish we had a sample of the venom,” Laeryl said into the silence, “but I’d be afraid that you’d get it into your head to fly back out to the mountains and try to get one yourself.”

Kyriel smiled faintly. “It wouldn’t be the first time,”

The general placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Your mother was the same way when she was younger—headstrong to the point of being reckless. It drove your grandmother insane.”

“I’m sure it did.”

Kyriel had never met her grandmother—she, like all the other Valostri sovereigns before Alessara, had retired to the draconic refuge of Lomir Drakath after she had finished her own hundred-year term. She was an Elder Dragon now, and in theory she should have been a member of the Council of Wyrms. But no one had seen her in over fifty years, and the rare letters she sent to Tir Bereth were short and impersonal. Kyriel wished she knew why. If she could turn into a dragon, she would have been tempted to fly out to the massive volcano and find out for herself.

“I thought you should know that my men have begun moving the wardstones,” Laeryl said, her voice turning serious. “They should prevent anyone from shifting through the Pale.”

Kyriel nodded. “Good. How much of the palace can we cover?”

“That’s the problem. There just aren’t that many of them. They’re expensive and difficult to make under the best of circumstances, so with the ongoing vatari shortage…”

“There’s no way to make more,” Kyriel finished gravely. The news wasn’t a surprise. Palewalking was a rare and dangerous power, in large part because shadow magic was banned by the Empire. She had always figured that she was the only person in Lostrien who possessed the ability…right up until Rilas had kidnapped her on her own balcony.

Unfortunately, defending against such incursions was impractical, to say the least. The artificers in Gûl Norigaad had created a handful of wardstones that could strengthen the fabric of the Veil, but the reason they weren’t used is because they needed a steady supply of raw vatari crystals—crystals they no longer had access to since their southern neighbors had begun restricting the flow several years ago. It was yet another crisis that the Emperor and his Council had been unwilling or unable to solve…

“We’ll have to make some difficult decisions about who and what to protect,” Laeryl said. “We can seal the bedrooms here in the palace, but other than that…”

“We’ll need more guards in all sensitive areas,” Kyriel said. “Whatever you can manage.”

“Yes, Your Highness. But the truth is if Bastrel is determined to strike through the shadows, there isn’t much else we can do. He’ll be able to wreak havoc throughout the city.”

“With any luck, he’ll be too busy licking the wounds we gave him to attack in the near future, especially if he’s determined to take Oro Sarn first.”

The Wyrmguard general nodded. “In a way, I suppose we’re lucky the White Wyrm was too preoccupied with you and your consort to attack our army directly. If he had, I doubt that any of us would have survived.”

“He believes that he’ll be sovereign, and that I will be a part of his harem,” Kyriel said, her lip curled in disgust. “He also seems to believe that Sol will be his dragon champion.”

“So he’s even more insane than his father.”

“Easily. He’s a broken and twisted man who sees himself as a dragon god. He has to be destroyed, not just for Lostrien but for the good of the Empire.”

Laeryl studied her profile for several heartbeats. “May I ask you a question, Your Highness?”

“Of course.”

The general waited another few heartbeats, then touched Kyriel’s arm and led her away from her mother’s bed until they were quite far from the acolyte healers.

“Do you really believe that your consort can defeat the White Wyrm?” Laeryl asked.

Kyriel’s first reaction was to be offended by the question. After spending the morning in court, she was primed and ready to defend Sol against anyone who would question his power and authority. But before she responded harshly, a voice in the back of her head reminded her that General Laeryl was not a petty, short-sighted vassal lord. She had been her mother’s bodyguard for a century, and she wouldn’t abandon House Valostri even if Kyriel told her that they were all doomed. She would be here to the end, no matter how that end came. And at a time when loyalty and trust were practically luxuries, Kyriel couldn’t afford to take that support for granted.

“Yes, he can,” the princess said, projecting confidence rather than anger. “Rilas Bastrel is powerful and dangerous, but we fought him off and can do it again.”

Laeryl eyed her for a moment, perhaps waiting for Kyriel to elaborate. But as much as she trusted the general, it still seemed like a bad idea to openly discuss an Old God relic with anyone if she didn’t have to. People already had enough reasons to doubt and distrust their “poisoned princess” without giving them another, especially before they knew more about it.

“Once we’ve gathered our forces in Tir Bereth, we’ll reevaluate our options,” Kyriel said. To herself, she added: and hopefully mother will be awake by then to decide on a course of action.

“Until then, my men will begin moving more wardstones into the palace,” Laeryl said. “If that bastard tries to attack you again, we’ll be ready for him.”

“Yes,” Kyriel said. “We will.”
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Kyriel was nearly back to her own bedchamber when she heard the familiar heel-to-toe footfalls of Vinarys approaching. The priestess rounded a corner and moved to intercept the princess a moment later, her loose red robes swishing around her slender body.

“There you are, darling,” Vin said. “I feared you’d still be trapped in court!”

The priestess slipped her hand through Kyriel’s arm and began walking alongside her. The Wyrmguard protectors shadowing the princess wouldn’t have normally allowed anyone to get so close that quickly, but Vin was a clear exception. Even if she hadn’t been Vaz Gorati, she was Kyriel’s best friend and most trusted confidant.

“How did it go?” Vin asked. “I didn’t see you all night—you must have turned in early.”

Kyriel tried hard to keep the smile off her face. When Vin learned that Kyriel had finally claimed Sol as her own, the priestess was going to lose her mind. But that revelation could wait another few minutes.

“It went about as well as expected,” the princess said. “I’m hopeful that Featherfall and Lethowyn will send troops. We haven’t received any missives from any other families yet, but it shouldn’t be long.”

Vinarys nodded. The priestess looked tired, and not in the “I just spent the entire night getting fucked in every hole by your future consort” kind of way. Vin had stayed up late trying to learn more about her mysterious amulet.

“The sooner, the better,” Vin said. “Though I don’t know how much help they’ll be against so many Tirzak.”

She looked uncharacteristically worried—another sign that she had slept less than Kyriel, and without a warm, comforting mass of human muscle in her bed.

“The city is still well protected,” Kyriel said, giving her friend’s hand a reassuring squeeze. “Laeryl has started setting up the wardstones, and Sol is out there organizing the Legion cohorts as they march in. If Rilas wants to save us the trouble of hunting him down and come here, I welcome it.”

Vin lifted both her red eyebrows. “You almost sound like you believe that.”

“I do,” Kyriel said, coming to a halt in the long hallway. The bodyguards trailing her stopped to maintain their distance. “But I’ll believe it more if you tell me you figured out exactly how this thing works.”

She touched the dark emerald amulet dangling between Vin’s cleavage. Despite the fact that she had discovered it deep within the shadow realm, the gemstone was always warm to the touch.

“I wish I had, darling,” Vin lamented. “But there’s nothing in the temple archives or in Gûl Norigaad.”

“And you’re sure the Archivists just weren’t afraid to reveal anything to a Vaz Gorati?”

“Oh, they definitely thought I was testing them. Probably thought I’d castrate them on the spot if they had any books on the Old Gods lying around. You’d think it would be amusing to watch a bunch of men cover their cocks in fear, but this time it was rather annoying. I had to do all the rummaging and reading myself.”

She sighed and gave a resigned flick of her wrist. “I’ll keep trying, but I really doubt there’s anything to find. Blood Mother Sianeth had been in charge for decades, and she’s personally overseen several purges. So unless there’s a hidden den of Godsworn cultists out there somewhere…”

Kyriel nodded soberly. She hadn’t seriously expected Vin to be able to learn anything important in a single night—they’d been trying to understand its precise nature for years to no avail. All they knew for certain was that it was connected to the Old God Shalassa, and that her shadowy protector, Duatha, was bound to it in some manner. They never could have imagined that the amulet was also a weapon.

“We’ll have to reach out to some other, less official sources of knowledge,” Kyriel said. “I know that my mother kept in loose contact with House Teviss. They might be able to help.”

“Teviss?” Vinarys asked a bit too loudly before she remembered they were standing in a hallway. “You really want to reach out to the drow?”

“Many of them still worship Zelioth despite the Vaz Gorati’s efforts to stop them. I can’t think of anyone else more likely to know about an Old God relic. Or Bastrel’s shadow curse, for that matter.”

Vin hissed softly. They had talked about this off and on before ever since they’d discovered the amulet, but the situation had never seemed pressing enough to take the risk of reaching out to the dark elves who lived beneath the surface. The drow city of Ust Perya was somewhere in the Underworld beneath Lostrien, though all the official tunnels had been collapsed many decades earlier when most of the drow families had seceded from the Empire and gone to live in the distant lands of Sulinor.

A handful of noble houses had remained behind, like Teviss and Ulyr, but the latter in particular had effectively severed contact with the surface world. Kyriel’s mother had been intending to try and reestablish contact for a while, but the opportunity had never come up. Perhaps it was time for Kyriel herself to try and change that…

“It seems dangerous to me, darling,” Vin said after a moment. “They dabble in shadow magic themselves—who’s to say they won’t join Bastrel once they learn what’s happening?”

“The drow have no love for the Tirzak,” Kyriel reminded her. “At worst, I imagine they’ll just ignore us.”

She remained silent for a few moments, then tugged Vinarys along as she started walking down the hall again.

“There is something else we should talk about,” she said, finally letting the smile she’d been suppressing reach her lips. “Something happened last night that I wasn’t expecting…something with my powers.”

“Your powers?” Vin asked. “You mean your shadow magic?”

“My other powers. You know, the ones that have been dormant my whole life.”

“Your draconic abilities? What happened?”

“I didn’t transform or breathe lightning or anything,” Kyriel said. “But my eyes…they turned an intense draconic yellow. Even my pupils changed.”

Vin’s brow furrowed. “Just like that? For no reason?”

“Oh, there was a reason. They were responding to something I was doing. Or rather…someone.”

For a moment, Vin’s face went completely flat, as if she was trying to decide if Kyriel was pulling a prank on her. But then her eyes and mouth shot open, and a giddy, almost manic smile appeared on her lips.

“Oh my gods,” she breathed. “You let Sol fuck you?”

She practically shouted the words down the hall, and Kyriel clamped her hand over the priestess’s mouth to remind her that they weren’t alone here. The guards were staying back, but not that far back. And sounds already carried through the cerulean halls of the palace.

“I took what is mine,” Kyriel said firmly. “I’m the Dragon Princess, and he is my consort. I decided it was time for him to satisfy me.”

She kept her hand over Vin’s mouth until after the priestess had let out a girlish squeal. Sighing, Kyriel dragged her friend the rest of the way down the hall and into her chambers, then shut the door.

“Oh, darling, this is amazing!” Vin said, practically bouncing up and down on the high heels of her boots. “How was it? How hard did he take you? How many times did he spi—”

“Calm down,” Kyriel interrupted, though she was smiling nonetheless. “You’re embarrassing yourself.”

“I most certainly am not!” Vin protested. “Kyri, this is amazing! I’ve been waiting for him to split you open so you could tell me all about it!”

Kyriel sighed. The truth was that she was eager to talk about it, too, but not like this. She may have been young by elven standards, but she was still a grown woman. And besides, Dragon Princesses were supposed to be poised and refined at all times, not giddy.

But then again…

“Gods, it felt so good!” she admitted, nibbling at her lip as she took Vin’s shoulders and pressed their foreheads together. “I couldn’t stop. I rode him all night!”

The priestess squealed again, and they both snickered and bounced in place several times. “What did he do first? How many times? How long did he last? You have to tell me everything!”

“I will,” Kyriel promised. “Don’t worry.”

“Faarea,” Vin whispered, then giggled. “Do you have any idea what this means?”

“That I made the right choice? That Sol really is meant to be my consort?”

“Well, yes, but also something far more important.” Vin took hold of her arms, then looked her right in the eye. “Once you’re pregnant, he can finally start finishing inside me, too!”

Kyriel blinked. “That’s what you’re concerned about right now?”

“Of course! You’ve no idea how frustrating it is to ask him to pull out and cover me with his…well, actually, I enjoy feeling it all over my skin.” Vin bit down on her lip. “But still, it’s about the principle! Now he’ll have the freedom to finish wherever he wants! Gods, I’m so damn hot right now…”

She leaned forward and brought their mouths together. Her hands slipped inside the princess’s dress, and they were on their way south down her belly when Kyriel pulled back.

“Control yourself!” she scolded.

“Why?” Vin asked, her green eyes glimmering with lust. “You’re out of court. We might as well—”

“Because it’s not even nightfall and we both have plenty to do!”

“Nothing that can’t wait!”

“We have responsibilities!”

Vin sighed. “Darling, you just told me that Sol fucked you so hard that your eyes changed color. Nothing is more important than that!”

“Which is why I’d like you to start looking into what it might mean,” Kyriel said. “The Vaz Gorati might not be able to help us learn about an Old God relic, but your sisters will be eager to help you find information that could help me transform into a dragon. Same with the sorcerers in Gûl Norigaad.”

“Mm,” Vin murmured. She still looked disappointed—and incredibly randy—but hopefully she could pull herself together. “I can try, but what about the amulet?”

Kyriel looked down at the dark emerald. “I’ll start exploring other options, maybe talk to some of my mother’s former advisors about contacting House Ulyr or House Teviss. I can tell them we’re in the lookout for allies, so it won’t be suspicious. But your time will be better spent solving a different mystery.”

Vin drew in a deep breath, then slowly nodded. “Oh, all right. But can I make one request?”

“Yes?”

“When Sol comes in here tonight, can I hide behind the vanity and listen to him fuck you? I can pop out right when your eyes transform just to see it for myself!”

Kyriel sighed into a laugh, then took her best friend by the cheeks. “He’s my consort. And besides, you already had your fun with him.”

Vin looked mortified. “You’re not going to cut me off, are you?”

“No,” Kyriel said, giving the other woman a soft peck on the nose. “But I waited for my turn…and now you are going to wait for yours.”


2
Leadership


“There they are,” Arindur said, gesturing over the edge of the battlements. “It’s about bloody time. I wonder if the road from Linaeva is underwater again.”

“It is,” I confirmed. “The storm lost strength as it headed east, but it still dumped plenty of rain on the marshlands.”

The ranger shook his head. “I almost forgot that you have wings now. What a strange world we live in where dustborn can fly.”

“You’ll get used to it.”

Arindur and I were standing on Lightpoint Spire, the highest tower on Tir Bereth’s western battlements. From here, we could look out upon a huge swath of the Wyrmshade Forest’s impenetrable green canopy. The Queen’s Road was the only viable path through the woods, and another Blue Legion cohort from Drakenmire had just appeared on the horizon, bringing the total to five since yesterday afternoon. At full strength, that meant roughly two and a half thousand men—nowhere near enough to wage an offensive war, let alone defend the capital if the Tirzak swarm descended on us.

But it was a start, and more men were on the way from the Western Span and the Andolus Drylands. In theory, we would have three full legions of men here by the end of the week, possibly more if the garrison on the Tideskorn Coast responds quickly. And while fifteen thousand soldiers still wouldn’t be enough to go on the offensive, they would be enough to fortify Tir Bereth if Rilas Bastrel was foolish enough to attack the capital directly.

“This is all oddly familiar,” Arindur commented into the silence. The midday sun made his golden hair so bright it was difficult to look at directly. “Feels like just yesterday that I was watching dustborn soldiers march down that road in preparation to march on Blackwood Vale. There were far more of your kind then, of course—most of the slaves remained in the army for a few years even after Her Majesty’s decree.”

Arindur’s tone was matter-of-fact rather than regretful. While I’d never heard him express his opinion on Sovereign Alessara’s choice to emancipate her human soldiers from bondage, I knew that he didn’t hold the same grudge about it as most of his fellow highborn officers. Maybe he had before we’d become friends. I didn’t know, and wasn’t planning on asking to find out. All that mattered to me was that he treated us with respect when so many others didn’t.

“I was still a child at the time, but I do recall my father leaving for war,” I commented. And he never came back, I added quietly to myself.

“I hate to say it, but none of this is going to matter without the house armies,” Arindur commented. “Even if the Legion was twice the size, the soldiers still need sorcerous support. The Aetherblades aren’t enough.”

“No, they aren’t,” I agreed.

I was proud of the way that my old unit had handled itself at the crossroads, and most had managed to withdraw and limp their way back to Tir Bereth after we had opened a hole in the Tirzak lines. But a handful of men who could conjure shields and launch Aetheric missiles weren’t going to be a match for a white dragon and his seemingly endless horde of mantis warriors. Only the armies of Lostrien’s various vassal houses could provide us with the sorcerers we needed to defend against the awesome, army-shattering power of a dragon.

“Do you think that Featherfall and Lethowyn will send help?” Arindur asked.

“Yes, if only because it makes the most strategic sense for them both to make their stand in Tir Bereth if necessary,” I told him. “I’m less sure about Hallowmist and Olandris. Their lords went home, and their fiefdoms are far enough away that they might think it’s in their best interests to wait a bit longer and see where the dust settles.”

“Maybe you should take a day and fly over their homes. Set a flag or two on fire to remind them that you’re more dragon than human.”

I chuckled. “Believe me, it’s tempting.”

“If Her Highness is riding on your back, all the better. You could have her launch an arrow with a note through the window. ‘Send your armies or my consort will eat you.’ Should be pretty motivating.”

“Or cause them to immediately switch sides and join Bastrel.”

“I think what you said is far more likely—the biggest risk is that they don’t act until it’s too late, either because they don’t trust you or because they truly believe that the Elder Dragons will fly here and intervene.”

I turned and studied his profile. “You don’t believe they will?”

“What I believe is that the Council of Wyrms hasn’t done much of anything in a very long time,” Arindur said. “I don’t know why. Maybe they really are so detached from reality that they have no idea what’s going on in the provinces. Or maybe they all fell into that volcano of theirs. Either way, the safe bet is to assume that we’re on our own.”

I nodded in silent agreement. I knew even less about dragon politics than I did about elf politics, but Kyriel seemed to agree with his assessment. We couldn’t afford to assume that help was coming, even from her ancestors. It was almost like the Dragon Sovereigns ceased to exist the moment their successor took the throne.

“The good news is that your fellow humans will fight harder than ever with you leading them,” Arindur said. “In fact, you should fly out there right now to inspire them.”

“I was just about to do that.” I smiled and looked him up and down. “When do you expect to be back?”

“Honestly, I’m not certain. But Lord Starmantle wants as many rangers on the border of the Highlands as possible in case Bastrel sends his army of bugs our way. We’re supposed to lay traps from the hills to the river to slow their warriors down as much as possible.”

“It’s a good plan. He seems to have a lot of flyers, but he’ll have to send in the warriors to actually conquer and hold any territory. Though perhaps he’ll figure out a way to move them underground again.”

“That only worked because we weren’t prepared—it won’t happen again,” Arindur said, a hint of wounded ranger pride in his voice. “If I were an insane white dragon, I’d try to isolate and pick off the outlying provinces instead of rushing at Tir Bereth. Divide and conquer, exploit existing divisions…you know, that sort of thing.”

“It’s difficult to say what he’ll do next,” I said. “Cutting us off from our allies would be the smarter play, but he’s also obsessed with Princess Kyriel. And since we drove him off, I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s so angry that he marches on the capital right away.”

“It’s possible. But from what I saw and everything you’ve told me, Bastrel doesn’t sound stupid—insane, sure, but not stupid.” Arindur cast his gaze north. “If I were him, I’d go after Akathi. Vereska in particular is a tempting target. There’s only one bridge large enough to support an army of reinforcements from the Highlands, and there’s no realistic way for Her Majesty to send the Legion up there without taking forever or passing through the Steppes.”

“Which would allow us to flank him if he overcommitted,” I pointed out.

“True, but if he commands as many of those bug men as it seems, he won’t need to send more than a fraction of them north, especially with a dragon supporting them. And if we did attack again, it would give him another chance to meet the Legion in the open without the protection of the walls and ballistae. Without the full support of every house army, that would be a huge mistake.”

I nodded in agreement, having come to the same conclusions myself earlier. Unless we could figure out something soon, Lord Akathi might end up having to face Rilas and his Tirzak alone.

“I need to find a way to isolate and confront Bastrel,” I murmured, as much to myself as to Arindur.

“By yourself?” The ranger snorted. “And here I figured you’d have to be a dragon for more than a few days to become arrogant beyond reason.”

“It’s not arrogance. But leaving an entire fiefdom to be slaughtered should be out of the question.”

I could feel Arindur studying me. “Unfortunately, war is all about sacrifice. You can’t win a game of Pawns and Princesses without sacrificing the former to save the latter.”

My lip twitched. He wasn’t being callous; if anything, he sounded uncharacteristically somber, like a parent being forced to explain the grim realities of the world to a child before he wanted to. In some ways, that’s what I must have seemed like to him. He was four times my age, and he’d fought in the last war against House Bastrel plus countless other skirmishes against Chol, gnolls, Tirzak, and who knew what else.

“It still doesn’t feel right,” I said, looking down at the illusory gauntlet covering my hand. “Dragons are supposed to be the protectors of the Empire.”

“They are, but even they can’t be everywhere at once.” Arindur paused, then smiled tightly. “But we shouldn’t get ahead of ourselves. We don’t know where the bastard will attack next. But if he tries to enter the Highlands, the Veldrachi Rangers will have plenty of surprises waiting for him.”

I nodded again, then clapped his leather pauldron. “Good luck out there. If the bugs do attack, try and remember how many I’ve already killed. You wouldn’t want to lose to a dustborn.”

“Definitely not,” he agreed. “Take care of yourself, and don’t stop watching your back just because you can grow scales now. My people may not be able to deny what you are anymore, but that doesn’t mean they have to like it.”

The ranger cast his gaze over the side of the tower. “A lot of wealthy and powerful people out there have had their lives and beliefs upended, and now there’s an army of Tirzak led by a white dragon threatening to destroy them. They’re scared and desperate, I wouldn’t put it past them to do something stupid.”

“I’ll be careful,” I assured him. “The same goes for you.”

“Me? I’m not the one with the target on his scales.”

“That could change. Someone out there might get the wrong impression and believe that you’re friends with the filthy human dragon.”

Arindur snorted again. “Don’t worry, no one is stupid enough to believe that.”
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I remained on top of Lightpoint Spire for several minutes after Arindur had departed, though not because I wanted to enjoy the view. I wasn’t really looking at anything; I was just standing there thinking as the gentle breeze passed through my illusory outfit and cooled my skin. A part of me genuinely wanted to transform into a dragon and return to Oro Sarn to confront Rilas in person. I’d had the same impulse back when we’d been marching to save Kyriel, and I recalled wondering how hard it must have been for her mother not to fly off and try to rescue her daughter herself. Of course, at the time I hadn’t realized that Sovereign Alessara couldn’t transform anymore.

But I could, and the only thing stopping me from leaping off the battlements and soaring into battle was the knowledge that I couldn’t defeat Rilas Bastrel alone. Despite the power of my draconic blood, I seemingly had no defense against his shadow magic. We needed to learn more about Vin’s Shalassan artifact, and soon.

I took a deep breath, then pushed the thought aside when I noticed the approaching Legion cohort growing larger on the horizon. Perhaps it was time to pay them a visit after all.

Taking a few steps back, I moved to the center of the tower top and stretched out my arms. For all my private mutterings and complaints about being forced to wear a glamour stone instead of real clothing, this was why it was necessary. Otherwise, I would have had to physically strip naked in order to transform, and no one wanted to leave their trousers and underwear on top of a tower where they could blow away.

I smiled at the thought, then closed my eyes and focused on igniting the dragon blood in my veins. While Vin insisted that the transformation process would eventually be effortless, I wasn’t there yet. I could feel the power stirring inside me in a way I hadn’t before the battle at the Crossroads, but tapping into it still required a great deal of concentration. Assuming my Wyrmidon form was definitely simpler—I had managed that quite a few times already—but turning into a full dragon was much more onerous. Getting my blood under control was like mentally mixing a potion with ingredients that had to be added in a very precise order. And every time I failed, I had to dump it all out and start from scratch.

Thankfully, once I did finally get the order right, the reaction was intense and immediate. I collapsed onto all fours in preparation. Golden scales appeared on my skin first, and my nails sharpened into claws shortly thereafter. I couldn’t see the rest of the transformation, since my vision momentarily clouded over while my eyes grew and changed shape, but I could feel my bones shifting and expanding as if they were about to burst out of my flesh. It should have been painful…

But instead, it was glorious.

Everything about my physical body had changed not just in form but in functionality. My size, my vision, my sense of smell…everything was bigger and better. It was still exhilarating to see and feel and experience the world from a new perspective. Lightpoint Spire, one of the tallest structures in Tir Bereth, suddenly seemed small, and the soldiers on the horizon who had been a little more than a blurry mass of bodies to my human eyes were now as visually distinct as if they’d moved several miles closer. Even the air smelled different—I could make out distinct scents from across the city, from the bakeries in Elothil Square to the tanners in the Anasara District near the eastern wall.

Also, I could fucking fly.

Acting on the instinct churning through my dragon blood, I thrust out my wings, rushed forward, and leapt off the tower. It didn’t seem as if such an immense creature should have been able to stay aloft, but I did. And as I pounded my wings against the air, I rose higher and higher into the sky, a domain that no human had ever claimed as his own.

It was why the mere sight of me flying overhead sent a ripple of cheers up and down the lines of the approaching Legion cohort. Since these men had been stationed in Drakenmire, they would have only heard rumors about the human centurion who had won the Midsummer Games and been in contention to become Princess Kyriel’s consort. I wondered how many of them had even believed it until this moment when they saw the golden dragon with their own eyes.

Arindur was right that these men would be inspired to fight in a way they’d never been before, at least for a while. Things would change in a hurry if we weren’t able to stop Rilas and bring Lostrien’s second civil war in twenty years to a swift and decisive end.

Nevertheless, the boost to morale was desperately needed after the calamity at the Crossroads, and I wanted to make sure that every legionary on his way to Tir Bereth knew that the dragon centurion was real and ready to fight alongside them. I continued west down the Queen’s Road for several miles, then swept around and headed back for another pass. The men cheered just as loudly the second time I flew overhead.

I took several laps around the city as well, not only to inspire my fellow humans but to continue practicing how to move in my new form. I still couldn’t believe how much of this power was purely instinctual, passed down through a blood legacy I still didn’t fully understand. But I had spent my entire adult life forging my human body into a weapon, so I didn’t feel comfortable relying purely on natural ability. I fully intended to train and practice as much as possible before my next confrontation with Rilas Bastrel.

After spending a good portion of the afternoon flying over the area as if I were on patrol, I headed south to Tari Barad, the Legion outpost on the southern end of the plateau overlooking the only road between Abethaal and Lostrien. The garrison’s strength had been dramatically reduced since most of the soldiers had left to march on the Crossroads, but it was too important to abandon altogether. Legate Morovir and several dozen other officers were scheduled to have a meeting here tonight, and I wanted to get everything prepared for their arrival.

An hour later, I was back in human form and alone in the tower war room reviewing scouting reports and troop assessments that would have once been reserved for tribunes and perhaps even Legate Morovir himself. Since most of the centurion ranks were filled out with my fellow humans—and since many of them couldn’t read—we typically weren’t expected to sift through written reports. It was a strange feeling being directly involved in the planning process. I had to remind myself that I was Wyrm Lord Farric now, not merely Centurion Farric, and dragons had rights and privileges beyond military rank. Within the Imperial hierarchy, I was the next best thing to a living god. It was exhilarating and frightening at the same time.

I had made it through about half the scrolls on the table when a messenger came up the steps and informed me that Priestess Vinarys had arrived and wished to speak with me. I raised an eyebrow, surprised that she followed me out here. It was a short flight from Tir Bereth to Tari Barad on wyvernback, but it still seemed as if she should have better things to do with her time…

She came up the steps a few minutes later, preceded by the rhythmic click of her high-heeled boots on the stone. As she entered the chamber, I noticed that she was carrying herself like a proper Vaz Gorati priestess. Her movements were elegant and precise, and she held her chin high as she entered.

But that carefully constructed public demeanor melted the instant she confirmed I was alone in here. At that point, Vin smiled, rushed forward, and pressed her lips against mine so hard she nearly knocked me over.

“Thank Lahara you’re in here alone,” she purred between frantic kisses. “I was worried I’d have to drag you into the supply closet to get a quick sample.”

I snorted as I traced my hands down her back and let them settle on the sides of her slender waist. “Is that why you came here? To get a fresh taste of dragon?”

“No, it’s just an overpowering reaction every time we’re in the same room. I see this magnificent body of yours and I’m compelled to kneel in worship.”

Vin flashed me an utterly filthy smile as she moved in for another kiss. Her fingernails, unimpeded by my illusory armor, gently scraped across my back and sent a ripple of delight shivering through me. My manhood swelled at an alarming rate, and since it was also unconstrained by clothing, the tip was already pressing against her soft belly. I had the distinct impression that it was going to be wet, hot, and hard in another few moments.

“Feels like you’re ready for a quick prayer,” Vin snickered. “What do you think?”

That I can’t wait to pump a load down the back of your throat, was what I thought. But what I said instead was: “that I want to know why you really came here. Is something wrong in the palace?”

“Oh, no—everything’s right!” she said, pulling back just enough that she could look into my eyes. “I spoke to Kyri this morning. Seems she finally claimed what is rightfully hers.”

I chuckled. “Yes, she did. Several times.”

Vinarys bit down on her lip, and she genuinely looked as if she were about to climax in pure joy. “From the first moment I tasted your seed, I knew this magnificent cock of yours belonged inside her,” she said almost frantically as she reached down to squeeze my swollen but still growing stem. “And even better, inside me.”

“He’s a wealthy man with multiple homes,” I replied dryly, holding her arms to keep her upright a bit longer. “But the other officers are supposed to be here soon.”

“How soon?”

I glanced over at the window and judged the time by the angle of the sunlight coming through. “Anytime, really, though I haven’t heard any horses or wyverns arriving.”

“Then we have plenty of time,” Vin said, tracing a fingernail over the lobe of my curved human ear. “I’ve been burning up ever since Kyri told me what happened. I can’t believe you’re fucking the dragon into her? Or out of her, whatever.”

I blinked. “What?”

“Her eyes, darling, she told me all about it. I knew your seed was magic, but I had no idea it could do that!”

“Ah,” I managed, dodging another kiss so we could keep talking. “We were hoping you might know what it meant.”

“I don’t, but I intend to find out. In the meantime, you’re going to have to keep filling her up! Not that it will take much convincing, I’m sure.”

“It won’t.”

She giggled, and I felt her legs wobble again as if it were taking all her willpower not to drop to her knees. Knowing her, it probably was.

“I’m so happy for you both,” she said. “I can’t believe how long Imperial tradition used to delay such things. It’s only been a week, but it feels like an eternity! You should have been buried inside her the night of the Tasting.”

“And here I thought elves were supposed to be patient.”

“Only with things that don’t matter like work or study or war. But this is sex, darling. Nothing is more important!”

I chuckled and squeezed her body against me, then gently rubbed our noses together. “Have I told you yet that I’ve never met a woman who could make me laugh so easily?”

“No, but you should. Constantly.” Her green eyes flashed, and her smile turned filthy again. “There is one thing I did come here to tell you.”

“Oh?”

“Mmhm.” She slid her fingers down my jawline and through the illusory armor over my chest. “I’m glad I had you to myself for a while, but I knew it wouldn’t last forever. You have Kyri and Lia now. That magnificent dragon cock of yours can get warm and wet whenever he wants.”

The increasingly swollen tip of my manhood throbbed against her soft belly. “I’m sure we’ll still have time to—”

“Let me finish, darling,” Vin said, putting a finger on my lips. “I just wanted you to know that it’s all right. I don’t want to be your princess or your concubine.”

My brow furrowed. “Then what…?”

“I want to be your slut. Lia can drain your balls every morning, and you can empty them inside Kyriel every night. But in the afternoon?”

I hadn’t noticed her other hand move, but all of a sudden I felt her fingers gently curling around my testicles.

“In the afternoon, you can treat me like your bitch,” Vin breathed, her eyes so intense they were almost glowing. “I’ll be there anytime you need a warm pair of lips or a tight cunt or just a pretty face to make a mess of. You can do anything you want; you don’t even need to ask. Because the answer will always be yes.”

There were a hundred things I could have done at that moment. Kiss her, pick her up, throw her over the desk…but I didn’t actually need to exert myself whatsoever. All I had to do was relax my hold on her arms, and Vin instantly dropped to her knees like she’d been yearning to ever since she walked through that door.

“Thank the Goddess for glamour stones,” she said, thirstily licking her lips as her fingers reached through the illusion and curled around my member. “And dragon cock.”

She swallowed me whole without hesitation. I groaned and tapped my amulet, dismissing the glamour and leaving myself naked. I looked down at the priestess beneath me as she worshiped her holy idol, and all the new burdens and responsibilities weighing me down burned away in the heat of her lips.

It was one thing for a woman to pleasure you; it was quite another for her to literally beg for the privilege. But the best part about Vinarys was knowing she meant every word. She had come here to inhale my cock, and now she was getting her wish.

Placing my hand on the back of her head, I helped guide her movements…which was a fancy way of saying that I started pulling her deeper and fucking her face. She instinctively relaxed her throat, allowing me to ram my full length into her again and again. After spending nearly three full days together in my chambers with me repeatedly and relentlessly pounding every hole in her body, she was accustomed to my size and girth as well as my needs. She would gladly kneel in place choking and gurgling until I burst.

But Vin had also just told me that I could literally do anything with her body, and I intended to take her up on that generous offer. Right as I felt myself begin spiraling toward the edge, I got a firm handhold on her hair and pulled her back. There was an audible pop when the suction broke, and Vin looked up at me in surprise as I grabbed her arm, hoisted her back to her feet, and bent her over the table.

Her stunned gasp turned into a delight moan when I pushed up the long skirt of her robe, and again when I pulled down her panties. A few of the scrolls on the table fell to the floor, but I wasn’t worried. Nothing they could say was anywhere near as important as getting my cock inside my afternoon slut as quickly as possible.

“Darling…mm!” she yelped as I pushed into her warm, waiting cunt. She was so thoroughly soaked that I met practically no resistance whatsoever as I shoved my full length into her. She must have been sopping wet the entire time we’d been talking. Frankly, I was a little amazed she’d bothered to wear underwear at all.

“That’s it,” I said, grabbing a thick clump of her red hair as I leaned over her and brought my lips to her pointed ear. “This is what you came here for, isn’t it?”

“Ngn, yes!” Vin purred.

“Then beg for it. Beg for my dragon cock.”

“Oh, fuck me, darling! Please.”

“You can do better than that,” I growled, slapping her ass as I pulled out and slammed into her again. “Tell me again how much you want to be my slut.”

“I am your slut! Anytime, anywhere!”

“Good. Now tell me how much you want my seed.”

She moaned, her breath hitching with each of my thrusts and making it difficult for her to speak. Her fingers squeezed at the edges of the desk until they turned white, and I felt a euphoric shudder ripple through her as she climaxed. I knew that I wasn’t going to be able to last much longer either since her lips had already primed me for release.

“Tell me how much you want my seed,” I repeated. “Or I won’t give you any.”

“But I need it!”

“Then tell me!”

“Ngn! I want to…oh!…I want to feel it! I want to taste it. I want to wear it around like a badge of pride! I’m your slut, your bitch, your obedient little cum priestess.”

“Then turn around and smile.”

I tugged on her hair as I pulled back, yanking her upright with me. The instant I relaxed my grip, Vin spun around and squatted on her heels in front of me. She opened her mouth, extended her tongue, and looked right into my eyes as I exploded.

After spending all night injecting Kyriel with one load after another, Vin was probably worried I might not be able to give her as much as she wanted. If so, those concerns were quickly put to rest when the first jet blasted across the bridge of her nose and left thick gooey strands all over her cheeks. The next blast struck her open lips, and the rest painted a creamy trail down her chin and over her plunging neckline.

I moaned in contentment once I’d finished, dragging my still-swollen tip over her milky lips while my vision refocused. Once it did, I realized that Vin’s face wasn’t merely a mess, it was an outright disaster. My seed had gone everywhere.

Yet she looked as happy as I’d ever seen her.

“Faarea!” she gasped as she gathered globs from her painted eyelids and frantically shoveled them into her mouth. “Kyriel said she drained you many times!”

“I recovered,” I said, glancing toward the window when I heard several horses whinny outside. The other officers I’d been expecting had likely arrived. “You’d better get cleaned up. Because I think we’re about to have company.”


Interlude
Rilas


Oro Sarn, the Windsong citadel tucked neatly into the side of the Doriath Mountains, was one of the oldest structures in the entire Avetharri Empire. What had once been a simple outpost for Imperial explorers had gradually evolved into a crucial fortress during the early days of the Empire’s expansion across the continent…and during the subsequent slaughter of the monstrous hordes who had once called this land home. Rilas Bastrel wouldn’t have been surprised if hundreds of thousands of Tirzak had died trying to reclaim their mountains from the elves over the millennia.

If he wanted to, he could easily grant them their revenge right now. His loyal subjects were ready and eager to paint the ancient walls of Oro Sarn in Avetharri blood. Their triumph would have a certain historical poetry to it, and he wouldn’t shed any tears for House Windsong, the family whose betrayal had ultimately led his own to ruin.

But Rilas hadn’t come here seeking vengeance. No, today he intended to show everyone in Lostrien that he would be a wise and merciful sovereign when Tir Bereth was finally his. All the other houses had to do was pledge their loyalty to the most powerful dragon they had ever known.

Him. If anything, the offer was too generous.

“Your family’s home is impressive,” Rilas said, his raspy draconic voice still forceful enough to echo off the hills surrounding them. “Attacked countless times, yet unbroken for ten millennia. Few places in Lostrien have such a storied history.”

Rilas continued looking out across the vast plains below the hills to the west. His forces were only twenty miles from the mountains, close enough that the entire western horizon was dominated by snow-capped peaks. From a dragon’s-eye view, the Doriath Mountains seemed out of place amidst the arid grasslands of the Sallow Steppes, almost like a ring of bones bursting forth through a patch of otherwise unblemished flesh. From here, however, the peaks and the fortress within appeared downright majestic.

“I’ve been told that my father greatly respected Oro Sarn and its people,” Rilas added. “That he didn’t wish to lay waste to such an important monument of Avetharri greatness, not when he could forge an alliance with you to stand against our weak sovereign instead. Yet despite his generosity, you betrayed him when he needed you most. For that alone, I should obliterate your armies, devour your wives, and feed your entrails to my swarm.”

“You dare speak of betrayal,” the weathered, hoarse voice behind him said. “After what you’ve done?”

“All I’ve done was pay a very old debt. You should be grateful I didn’t demand more in exchange. You cost me my father, my family, and my birthright, yet all I’ve taken from you is a single son and a few thousand soldiers. Once again, House Bastrel demonstrates its boundless mercy.”

Rilas smiled and glanced down at the man cowering in the shadow of his left wing. Haberian Windsong, the proud leader of one of Lostrien’s strongest noble houses, had been stripped naked after the battle. His bloody, dirt-spattered body was currently kneeling in the mud. He had been shackled all day, but Rilas had ordered the restraints removed a few minutes ago. As entertaining as it had been at times to watch the venerable patriarch struggle to walk, Rilas anticipated that it was about to be far more amusing watching him beg.

“I have no interest in ruling over a wasteland,” Rilas said. “I wish to strengthen Lostrien, not destroy it. That’s why I’m giving you the chance to save the rest of your people. Your choice is simple, my lord. You can sit here in the mud and do nothing, in which case your surviving forces will fight to the bitter end. Thousands of men will die, as will the rest of your family. The Tirzak make no distinction between soldiers and commoners, old and young, men and women…they will happily butcher and feast upon them all.”

Rilas lowered his draconic maw close to the naked man. “Your other option is to swallow your pride and demonstrate true leadership by ordering your men to stand down. You will save their lives and those of everyone else in your fortress.”

Haberian clenched his teeth as he looked out upon the distant mountain. “You’ll order your monsters to kill them no matter what I do.”

“I could,” Rilas admitted, giving the pathetic little man a wide smile to remind him how easily he could be swallowed whole. “But despite all you’ve done, I would still rather have House Windsong as a vassal than as an enemy. Think of it as a chance to repay your debt to me and my father.”

The old house patriarch continued scowling, but Rilas could see the resignation on the defeated man’s face. There was no way for him to win; the only remaining question was how much more he could lose.

“What happens if I agree?” Haberian asked. “Your monsters move into the castle and force everyone else out?”

“Do my subjects seem as if they yearn to sleep in warm, dry beds and enjoy hot tea at sunrise?” Rilas asked dryly. “Fear not, my lord, the clutch mothers have no interest in migrating to your home. Pledge your loyalty to me, and your surviving children and wives can go about their lives as normal. You can rule your fortress and your lands as you see fit. All I ask is that you show me the same fealty that you would to any other Dragon Sovereign. Your armies and your wyverns will aid me in my campaign to convince the other houses to forsake the Valostri pretender.”

Lord Haberian swallowed heavily. “Alessara lives?”

“Not for much longer.”

“What about her daughter?”

“The Dragon Princess will either end up in my bed or in my gullet. Either way, you need not concern yourself with her fate anymore. Your eldest son is dead, and the rest of your house is soon to follow. You are the only one who can change their fate.”

Rilas stared hard at the broken man for several heartbeats, then raised his head and gestured with a huge claw. A pair of Tirzak warriors strode forth and lifted the patriarch out of the mud.

“You have one night to consider my offer, Lord Windsong,” Rilas said. “I suggest that you use the time wisely.”

As the mantis warriors hauled the man away, Rilas signaled for a different minion to bring one of his other prisoners forward. This one had also been stripped naked, though his head and face were covered by a thick hood—not because he was a danger to Rilas, but because he was actually bold enough that he would attempt to fight no matter the odds against him. Unlike Windsong, this man was a genuine warrior, not a cowardly opportunist.

“What do you think?” Rilas asked. “Can a traitor ever be trusted?”

The Tirzak shoved the prisoner down to his knees in the mud, then yanked off his hood. The man snarled but couldn’t speak—his mouth had been stuffed with a cloth gag. His tall, muscular body bore many scars of battle, both new and old.

“Theovar was a fool, but Haberian himself is even more despicable,” Rilas said. “He betrayed my father, he betrayed you…no one in Lostrien is more worthy of festering in a dragon’s bowels. Wouldn’t you agree?”

Malion Starmantle just stared back at him. His eyes weren’t filled with fear, but with murderous rage—more proof that his restraints were the only things keeping him alive. He would have attacked Rilas with his bare hands if necessary. Men like him would rather die on their feet than live on their knees.

“You know, I’ve always respected you,” Rilas added. “The great Starmantle scion, a legendary swordsman and sorcerer both. I’ve no doubt that my father reviled you, of course, but it isn’t your fault that Alessara chose you to be her consort instead of him. Any man in your position would have done the same.”

He leaned his draconic maw closer and smiled as he’d done with Haberian. But while the Windsong patriarch had trembled, Malion remained resolute even when confronted by a row of sharp, glistening teeth that could rip him to shreds.

Rilas could have punished the petty act of defiance—even the stubborn Starmantle scion wouldn’t be able to hold firm after a casual swipe from a claw ripped off a limb or two—but Rilas hadn’t brought the Dragon Father here only to kill him. No, Malion, like Haberian, was still more useful to him alive than dead.

At a glance from Rilas, the Tirzak warrior cut Malion’s gag with a swipe from a bone dagger, then backed away. The Dragon Father immediately spit into the mud.

“The Empire won’t stand for this,” he snarled. “They will destroy you and your monstrous swarm!”

Rilas snorted. The puff of air from his nostrils rippled the standing pools of water amidst the mud. “An odd threat coming from a man whose wife has been deceiving the entire province for nearly two decades. If the Elder Dragons do pay us a visit, it will be to destroy both of us.”

He shook his head. “But we both know that isn’t going to happen. The Emperor and the Elder Dragons are weak. The Empire is dying, and even now the sickness spreads from its heart to its limbs. If we don’t act soon, there will be nothing left to save.”

“The Tirzak are our sworn enemies!” Malion said. “Surely you understand that. They’ve spent centuries trying to—”

“The Tirzak have learned from their mistakes,” Rilas interrupted. “They understand now that opposing the reign of the Wyrm Lords was foolish. That’s why they’ve joined me. There’s no need for them to be the enemies of the Empire when they could be our servants instead. And in exchange, I have offered them power beyond anything they could have imagined.”

The Dragon Father’s lip twisted. “You’re mad. Just like your father.”

“My father was a fool, not a madman. He trusted Alessara to make the right decision and choose him instead of you. Then trusted Windsong to help him repair the damage she wrought upon Lostrien by liberating the dustborn. They all betrayed him, and my family paid the price for his mistakes.”

Rilas leaned upright until he was towering over the naked man. “But I am not Lumos Bastrel. He was merely a student of the Pale, but I have uncovered secrets beyond anything he could have imagined. I have no need to place my faith in anyone or anything. Lostrien will be mine whether the vassal lords choose to help me or not.”

“Lumos was arrogant once, too,” Malion practically spat. “He didn’t believe he could lose right up until Alessara ripped him apart.”

Rilas smiled again. “There’s no sovereign to save your house this time. The human is powerful, to be sure, and I take great amusement in knowing that his mere existence must be torture to the Vaz Gorati and their minions. But even a golden wyrm is no match for a nascent god. I command the swarm, and soon I will command all of Lostrien. The only question is whether Starmantle will be a part of my grand vision.”

Malion laughed bitterly. “You think we’ll join you? After what you’ve done?”

“What I think is that if you convince your house to support my reign, then the Wyvernwing Coast will be surrounded,” Rilas said. “Lord Akathi will have no choice but to fall into line. And once he does, it will only be a matter of time before the others do the same. They won’t be able to stand against me, not with all of eastern Lostrien united under my banner.”

“Starmantle will never support you. You’ll have to burn Karthuil and Tir Bereth to the ground. This province belongs to House Valostri.”

“Not for much longer, I’m afraid. Both of your houses face extinction, and only your daughter can correct that mistake now. She’s far stronger than anyone realizes, and there’s still time for her to see reason. As long as she joins my harem, a part of Valostri will survive. And don’t forget, our children will be part Starmantle as well—you can still share in our glory!”

Malion growled as he tried to get to his feet, but the Tirzak warrior behind him swept his legs out from beneath him and sent the Dragon Father sprawling face-first into the mud. When he continued to struggle, the Tirzak jabbed the tip of a bone spear into his back to hold him still.

“I expect you’ll need some time to think it over,” Rilas said. “Fortunately for you, I’m a patient man. Dragons dream in eons, as they say. We are not dustborn, so consumed by the moment that we pay little heed to the future. But make no mistake—one way or another, Lostrien will soon belong to House Bastrel…

“As will your daughter.”


3
Instruction


I woke to the sound of conversing female voices, though I wasn’t able to actually open my eyes until I caught the heady aroma of freshly-baked bread. I was normally a light sleeper, like most soldiers, but after three straight nights satisfying Kyriel from dusk until dawn, my body had apparently decided to seize the opportunity for recovery once I’d earned a night to myself.

When I turned my head on the pillow, I saw Vinarys and Kyriel sitting and chatting at the small breakfast table not far from the bed. Liawen was there too, slicing the bread and pouring them both some hot tea. None of the girls even turned to look at me when I leaned up and ran a hand through my hair.

“You’re sure that Hallowmist will send the men he promised?” Vin asked as she took a bite of buttered bread. Her legs were casually crossed beneath the table, and her heeled red boot was bobbing rhythmically as she spoke.

“I think so,” Kyriel replied. Her legs were also crossed, though her feet were poised and still. “Armanis has distance and the mountains to protect it, so it’s not like the Tirzak could surprise them. And Lord Hallowmist doesn’t want Featherfall and Starmantle to get all the credit if we’re able to hold the line here.”

I cleared my throat when the princess took a bite. “Uh…good morning,” I managed through a groggy rasp.

“Finally,” Vin said, rolling her eyes with exaggerated fervor. “Typical lazy human. You give him a single night off from his duties, and he’s already sleeping late.”

“It’s my fault, really,” Kyriel lamented. “I should have known better. Dustborn grow fat and lazy if you don’t keep them working every day and night.”

I snorted as I swung my feet off the bed. Both women had mischievous looks on their made-up faces, as if they were plotting something far more devious than some light teasing.

“Then again, perhaps you wore him out, darling,” Vin said. “And here I was really hoping he’d be able to keep you amused for at least a week. Ah well, there are plenty of other consorts out there.”

“True,” Kyriel teased. The smile on her lips was playful, but the gleam in her blue eyes was so intense, so sultry, that it looked like she wanted to leap out of her chair and start riding me before I could get out of bed. I could certainly think of worse ways to start the day than getting milked by her tight royal cunt again.

“I’m willing to take him off your hands if you’re done with him,” Vin said with a casual shrug. “Put him to work in the chapel for a few days. You know, just to make sure we’ve used him up before getting a new one.”

The princess snickered as she took a sip of tea. “How generous of you.”

“I live to serve, Your Highness.”

“Mmhmm,” Kyriel murmured, her eyes still fastened on me. “Then again, maybe he deserves one more chance. If only there was some way to test if he had anything left for us…”

“I would be happy to extract a sample for you, Your Highness,” Liawen offered, her voice sounding as sweet and innocent as always.

My cock twitched in anticipation, a movement that was apparently so obvious it drew a giggle from Kyriel and Vin. As a Wyrm Lord, I probably should have been offended by them having a conversation as if I weren’t here, especially since I had several important meetings at the Legion garrison today. But for some reason, I found it difficult to get upset when two beautiful women were discussing how much they wanted to use my body for their own pleasure.

“That sounds like an excellent idea,” Kyriel said. “Go ahead.”

Lia nodded obediently, then set down the pot of tea and moved to the bed. I thought she was about to crawl onto the sheets with me, but instead she took my hand and led me to the empty chair next to the breakfast table. As I sat down, she carefully bundled her dark hair into a ponytail, then dropped to her knees in front of me.

My member was already hard and waiting for her delicate fingers and soft lips, and I looked down at her brown eyes as the moist heat of her mouth enveloped me. Kyriel and Vinarys continued their previous conversation as my concubine got to work, but even as they pretended not to notice the sound of my moans and Lia’s smacking lips, I could see the amusement and growing excitement on both their faces. Vin’s legs kept crossing tighter under the table, as if the pressure could help quench the fire burning in her core. Kyriel’s reaction was less pronounced though no less intense. While her legs remained still, her mouth never quite closed all the way when she wasn’t talking. She was breathing heavier, and the tip of her tongue kept flicking over her lips.

Lia, for her part, remained focused on the task of getting me to spill as quickly as possible. Her index finger and thumb stroked the base of my cock while she held the rest inside her mouth with vise-like suction. Her tongue flicked across the underside of my thick shaft, and her other hand carefully massaged my testicles as if to encourage them to give her the biggest release possible.

She wasn’t going to have to wait long. Under the circumstances, I saw no reason to hold back or pace myself, so I happily surrendered to the pleasure of her worship. My pulse quickened, my breaths grew short, and I threw back my head as Lia began bobbing up and down more vigorously.

But just before I burst, I felt Kyriel’s hand touch mine. My eyes reopened, and I looked at her while I teetered on the precipice of release. She was smiling back at me, not teasingly but lovingly. She wanted to hold my hand because she wanted to feel me spend as surely as if I were inside her…

That was all it took to send me over the edge. I squeezed the princess’s hand as I burst over and over, painting Lia’s tonsils with my dragon seed. Kyriel squeezed back once I’d finished, and I returned her smile with a satisfied but drained one of my own. She really was special, and it had nothing to do with her family name or her own dragon blood.

“Freshly brewed, as the Goddess intended,” Vin said, holding out her empty teacup. “Go ahead and pour me some, darling.”

Lia carefully removed her mouth from my shaft to ensure she didn’t spill a drop, then leaned over the teacup and allowed it to spill over her lips. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Kyriel wetting her own lips in anticipation, while Vin seemed as if she were moments away from sliding her fingers into her robe and trying to put out the flames in her core. It was like I had gone back in time to relive the Tasting, except this time I didn’t have a blindfold.

“That’s it,” Vin encouraged. “Give it all up…there.”

Her green eyes flashed as if she were about to pour the entire cup in her mouth, but she had just enough self-control to offer it to her Dragon Princess first. Kyriel looked right at me as she took a sip, allowing me to watch as my gooey offering dribbled over her tongue. And it only took a moment before the dormant tattoos on her arm flared to life, and she inhaled sharply and seized up as the vatari within her markings fed on my energy.

Vin chuckled at the sight, then pulled away the cup and finished the rest herself.

“I don’t know about you,” she breathed after she’d swallowed, “but that’s so much more invigorating than a few spoonfuls of sugar.”

Kyriel still couldn’t quite bring herself to reply. Her legs were squeezed so tightly together I was tempted to crawl over, pry them open, and get a proper taste of her royal flower. But then she sighed contentedly and nodded.

“Absolutely,” she purred, her smile was appreciative, warm, and ravenous all at the same time.

Vin snickered, then reached out to caress Lia’s cheek. “Feel free to make yourself a batch, too, darling. I don’t know how, but he always has more to spare.”

The girls shared another laugh as they finally rose from their chairs and headed for the door. I remained seated as I recovered, once again recalling all the stories I’d heard about Avetharri decadence. I still couldn’t believe that if anything, the legends had actually understated elven depravity. And if Vin kept her earlier promise about being my “afternoon slut” by coming to visit me in the garrison in a few hours…

Before I could start imagining where those adventures would lead, Kyriel stepped into the hall only to be greeted by a messenger. She opened and read a letter, then slowly backed into the room and closed the door again.

“Trouble?” Vin asked, looking concerned.

“Not exactly,” the princess murmured.

“Then why do you look upset?”

“I’m not upset, just…well, disappointed. Remember the lead we were talking about a few days ago? Turns out that it’s another dead-end.”

Kyriel sighed and closed the letter. The earlier levity in her voice had been completely replaced by regal solemnity. She was Regent again, not a playful young girl having fun with her new lover.

“Lead?” I asked, leaning up in my chair.

“To try and learn more about the amulet,” Kyriel said, pointing at the dark emerald around Vin’s neck. “And maybe something about the shadow curse placed on my mother in the process.”

“Ust Perya?” Vin asked. “You weren’t able to get a message through?”

The princess shook her head and held up the letter. “This was the last of my mother’s contacts that I hoped would still have a way to contact House Ulyr in the Underworld. But all the roads seem closed…or the legitimate ones, at least. We might have to start trying to track down adamantine traders just to get a message to the Matron Mother.”

“You’re trying to contact the drow?” I asked. “I thought they all hated the Empire.”

“Not all of them. Most of the drow houses officially seceded and fled to Sulinor, but a few remained behind. House Teviss still controls the flow of adamantine, and House Ulyr has ruled Ust Perya for many centuries.”

“And they know more about the Old Gods and shadow magic than anyone,” Vinarys told me. “House Valostri hadn’t had an official relationship with House Ulyr in several generations, but this seemed like a good opportunity to try and rebuild old bridges.”

“Unfortunately, it’s not as easy as sending a missive,” Kyriel said. “The roads beneath the palace collapsed a long time ago. I can’t send a messenger if we don’t even know where to go.”

“Mm,” I murmured, still surprised she was willing to speak to the so-called “dark elves” at all. “There are a few drow in the city here and there, mostly merchants who work in the dustborn districts. You could ask one of them.”

“Looks like we’ll have to.”

I pursed my lips, trying to remember the names and faces of the dark elves I’d met in various outposts across Lostrien. But before I could think too hard about it, I noticed that Lia’s brow was furrowed. She was still on her knees beside me, her mouth wet with saliva and seed.

“What is it?” I asked her.

The other two girls turned and noticed the strange expression on the concubine’s face as well. Lia still didn’t answer right away; she nibbled at her lower lip for a moment, as if carefully deciding what to say.

“If you wish to make contact with House Ulyr, I know someone who can help,” the concubine finally said.

The rest of us shared a surprised look. Kyriel was the first to break the silence.

“Someone who knows how to get to Ust Perya?” the princess asked.

“Yes,” Lia said. “But she could also send a message to the Matron Mother…or even arrange a meeting in person, if necessary.”

We all shared another stunned look.

“And who would that be, darling?” Vin asked.

Lia took in a deep breath, then slowly brought herself back to her feet. I rose alongside her, my nakedness temporarily forgotten.

“A drow who works at Zinshasa’s Embrace,” Lia said. “She was one of my concubine trainers.”

I blinked. “A drow instructed an Imperial concubine?”

She nodded. “Such arrangements are not uncommon. The drow nurture and hone many skills that highborn courtesans do not.”

“Oh, I’ll bet they do,” Vin commented dryly, though she still seemed surprised.

Kyriel stepped closer. “And you really believe that this woman can get us in contact with House Ulyr?”

“Absolutely, Your Highness,” Lia said. “She is well-connected within Ust Perya, and I have remained in contact with her. I’ve no doubt whatsoever that she will be willing to help.”

While Kyriel and Vin shared yet another surprised look, my attention was focused on Lia. She still seemed a bit unsettled, possibly even anxious, but I wasn’t sure why. Was it something about this drow woman she wasn’t telling us? Or perhaps something about the training she had received?

“Well, this changes everything,” Vin said. “We should reach out to this woman as soon as possible.”

“I could visit the Embrace this afternoon if you wish,” Lia offered. “Or bring her back to the palace, if you prefer.”

Kyriel crossed her arms and paced for a moment as she considered. The tattoos on her arm were still glowing the same shade of blue as her eyes.

“I’d rather not have a drow suddenly appear in the palace,” the princess said. “Not yet, anyway. The other courtiers might draw the wrong conclusions. I don’t want to tell them anything until we have tangible answers about the nature of the relic.”

As if on cue, Vin reached up to touch the dark emerald hanging just above her cleavage. “That’s probably for the best. But I also don’t think the Dragon Princess should make a public appearance at the Embrace.”

Kyriel nodded. “I shouldn’t…but my consort can.”

“Erm,” I stammered. “You want me to go?”

“As my representative, not as a customer,” she said with a snicker. “You should travel in your Wyrmidon form as well. The more the people of Tir Bereth see the human dragon, the better.”

“Even if it’s to the brothel?”

“Of course. You may be my consort, but you’re also a Wyrm Lord. Male dragons have notoriously voracious appetites.”

“Besides, the Embrace is as much of a temple as a place of business,” Lia added from my side. “The acolytes are there to serve Zinshasa. Bringing a Wyrm Lord pleasure is the height of service to the Dragon Apostle of Lust.”

“Ah,” I murmured, wondering how they’d react if they knew how the average human legionary talked about Tir Bereth’s most famous brothel. They definitely didn’t speak in reverent tones or care about the religious aspect of Zinshasa; they just hoped to earn enough coin to one day get inside and fuck as many elf girls as they could.

“Hopefully you can arrange for us to get a letter delivered to the Matron Mother,” Kyriel said. “But ideally, I’d like a face-to-face meeting as quickly as possible. The sooner we learn about the true nature of this relic, the better.”

She didn’t say anything about curing her mother, but I knew that was on her mind as well. It seemed unlikely to me that the drow would be able to break this shadow curse when the sorcerers in Gûl Norigaad had been researching it for years. But the dark elves were supposed to be quite adept at brewing poisons, so maybe there was a chance they could produce an antidote to the Tirzak venom. Anything was possible.

“I’ll do what I can,” I said after a moment. “I’m supposed to be meeting with the officers at the garrison again this morning, but I could head to the Embrace afterward.”

“Perfect,” Kyriel said. “Because I’m already late for court.”


4
The Embrace


I had spent a fair amount of time walking the streets of Tir Bereth over the past couple of years, mostly because my cohort had frequently been garrisoned at Tari Barad. While the tower wasn’t within reasonable walking distance for an adventurous night in the city, our routine patrols would put us in the Legion barracks in the capital at least one night a week. I had a reasonably good understanding of the city and its people, especially the outlying districts where most humans lived. I knew what roads to take and which to avoid; I knew which merchants were trustworthy and which were under the thumb of the Silken Sisters or the Gweth Kybar or any of the various other underworld groups. I also knew how to blend in with my fellow dustborn when I didn’t want to draw any unwanted attention to myself.

Or rather, I had known how to do that. Now that I was the first human dragon, anonymity was no longer an option. Not on foot, of course—Dragon Consorts weren’t supposed to walk anywhere if it could be avoided.

I repressed a sigh as Liawen and I made our way from the palace to Duskheart District in the northwestern part of the city. Our Wyrmguard protectors had tried hard to convince me to ride a palanquin, since it was apparently “unseemly” for Dragon Consorts to travel anywhere on foot, but I had ignored their suggestion and started walking instead. The reason Kyriel wanted me to be seen by the people of Tir Bereth was so they could appreciate that I was one of them. I may have had dragon blood, but I was still a dustborn soldier and gladiator, not an Avetharri noble. Being ferried around in a palanquin would shatter that illusion.

I had assumed my Wyrmidon form, though, and my illusory gold armor glittered convincingly in the afternoon sunlight. I still felt a little uncomfortable with only the glamour stone to protect my modesty, but I was gradually starting to get used to it. Two Wyrmguard soldiers protected us, one on each side, their distinctive blue plate armor and imperious presence keeping everyone out of arm’s reach.

But while the people may not have been able to physically touch me, we were still drawing a great deal of attention. It was one thing to fly over the city as a full dragon, where the people all blended together and no individual was distinct. But here at ground-level, I could clearly see their faces and emotions.

Hope. Fear. Surprise. Confusion. But most all, expectation. I was a dragon, revered by the Imperial religion as a demigod meant to lead and protect the masses. In a past age, when Lostrien had been home to dozens of my ilk, things might have been different. But in the era of the Blood Drought, I was the lone oasis on the scorching sands. Those who were aware of some or all of what had happened at the Crossroads looked at me as if I were the only thing standing between them and the Tirzak. Those who weren’t still looked upon me with awe, particularly my fellow humans.

Either way, I found the attention unsettling. Part of it was that I didn’t enjoy being reminded of the stakes if we couldn’t figure out how to defeat Rilas Bastrel and his swarm of monsters. Mostly, though, it all came back to the fact that I felt naked beneath the glamour stone…

“It is good for the people to see their dragon with their own eyes,” Liawen commented as we walked, apparently noticing my discomfort. “Not only in the sky, but on the streets.”

“I suppose,” I replied, trying to keep my booming dragon voice as low as possible.

“It is also important for them to see you with your concubine.”

I arched a bony brow at her. “Why is that?”

“It further demonstrates your importance,” Lia said as if it were obvious. “Concubines are symbols of influence and power within the Empire.”

“Ah. Well, you’re more than just a trophy for me to parade around. I hope you understand that.”

She smiled up at me, then slid her arm through mine. “I do,” she assured me, “but it is important to maintain certain illusions.”

“You’re telling me,” I murmured, looking down at the glamour stone around my neck.

Lia laughed, and I couldn’t help but smile back. I was afraid it would look unintentionally menacing on my draconic face.

My concubine’s silken bandeau and loose skirt were a deep red today rather than their typical olive, but she otherwise dressed and made-up the same as normal. She was still barefoot as well, which wasn’t actually that uncommon for her people—the faeyn in Falinor allegedly wore little clothing at all in the wild. But in this case, I had come to understand it as a further demonstration of her submission. I certainly wouldn’t have been upset if she put on a pair of sandals, and I kept telling her that she could dress however she wanted. But apparently, this was her preference.

She had repeatedly informed me that becoming an Imperial concubine was a tremendous opportunity, and that being able to serve a Wyrm Lord was a rare and highly-coveted position. Yet for some reason, it still didn’t sit quite right with me.

Perhaps it was because of the Dustborn Decree. Sovereign Alessara had freed my people from bondage, so I didn’t want to treat Lia as a glorified slave. I had to keep reminding myself that she was obviously very content about our arrangement, and as long as she stayed that way, there was no reason for me to worry.

The trip from the palace to Zinshasa’s Embrace took about an hour, in large part because the crowds continuously slowed us down. The brothel was visible from several streets away, though its appearance made it seem like something else entirely. The three-story structure was shaped like a huge wingless dragon coiled in the middle of the street, and there were no signs or courtesans outside.

From experience, I knew that only the first level of the building was accessible to dustborn, and “donations” were expected at the door. Most of the clientele were wealthy Avetharri men, though even the highborn had to be of a certain status to access the top level where they could receive the High Priestess’s personal attention.

The Embrace was so different from the random brothels in the outlying fiefdoms that it seemed ridiculous to think of them as the same type of business. No one would confuse a barracks for a citadel or a sloop for a carrack, just like no one could confuse the Embrace for a whorehouse. The women here were acolytes of the Apostle of Lust, not mere harlots in the employ of a madame. Elves seemed to take almost everything more seriously than us dustborn, and sex was no exception.

Our Wyrmguard escort remained outside while Lia and I entered. The entry foyer beyond was a large, rectangular area with several plush divans, a coiled purple dragon shrine to Zinshasa, and a pair of angry-looking minotaur bouncers who were as large as I was in my Wyrmidon form. They were standing in front of the diaphanous red curtains that led into the back, and they both snorted through their nose rings when they saw me, presumably in surprise. Nevertheless, I felt my hand reflexively drop to the scabbard I wasn’t wearing…

“Drakatharri na ci?”

A pretty highborn woman emerged from behind the curtains, her painted red lips wide in astonishment. Her low-cut green dress marked her as the hostess, not one of the acolytes.

“Lord Farric has come to honor your temple,” Liawen said, her normally soft voice suddenly firm and authoritative. “You will show him the proper respect.”

The hostess’s eyes flicked to Lia then back to me. She immediately lowered her head and gave me an apologetic bow.

“Please, forgive my lack of grace, my lord,” she said. “We…we were not expecting the Dragon Consort to visit us so soon.”

“It’s all right,” I soothed, raising a clawed hand. “We’re just here to speak with someone.”

The hostess raised her chin and blinked as she glanced between us, still shocked that I had come here.

“We are looking for Mistress Nirivi,” Lia said. “We need to speak with her right away.”

“She has a training session scheduled soon,” the hostess managed, still, stunned, “but—”

“She will postpone her plans in order to meet with Lord Farric,” Lia interrupted. “As will anyone else as long as the Dragon Consort is here.”

She delivered the words in a calm, matter-of-fact tone, but there was a hardness in Lia’s brown eyes that I’d never seen before. It was like she had become a different woman the moment we’d stepped into the Embrace.

“Of course,” the hostess said, giving us another bow. “Please, follow me…”

The woman turned and moved through the curtain, Lia slipped her arm through mine and began to follow. As we moved, I noticed that her entire posture had changed, not merely her voice. In the palace, she typically kept her chin down and her eyes low as a sign of submission, but here she held both as high as an Avetharri noblewoman.

The wide circular room on the other side of the curtain was as dim and elaborately decorated as one would expect, and the sweet smell of incense and perfume were nearly overpowering to my sensitive draconic nostrils. The interior was styled like an upscale tavern with several dozen tables, most pressed into dimly-lit alcoves along the walls. There were three other sets of curtains, one on each side of the building, where the courtesans could service their customers in private.

At the center was a cabaret stage with a harpsichord, a lute, and a wide variety of other instruments, some of which I couldn’t name. No one was performing at the moment, since it was too early for dancing and music, and I only spotted a half dozen customers scattered about the various tables. Most were enjoying an afternoon drink along with the company of a scantily-dressed acolyte.

Their eyes fastened upon us the moment we entered, and I heard several surprised gasps from the shadowy corners. I didn’t turn to look; I just kept my gaze forward as the hostess led us up the spiraling stairs to the upper levels.

Next to me, Lia continued holding herself uncharacteristically high. At first, I wondered if she was simply more comfortable here than in the palace. Like all Imperial concubines, she had been trained in the erotic arts by Zinshasan acolytes, so in a way this must have been like coming home. But as we passed through the curtains and into the actual brothel, I realized it was something else entirely:

Pride. Not only at the fact she was a concubine rather than a temple courtesan, but that she was living out the dream of her profession by serving a real dragon. Namely, me.

The thought conjured another smile to my face as we ascended to the second level. This part of the Embrace was effectively a large inn with over a dozen private rooms where more experienced acolytes could serve wealthier clientele. There was also another sitting space at the top of the stairs where two courtesans were currently chatting softly while sharing a hookah. They looked as stunned as the women below, and they scooted off their divans and dropped to their knees as reverently as if Zinshasa herself had made an appearance.

I caught the hint of a satisfied grin on Lia’s lips as we continued past them further down one of the halls. Most of the doors were closed, though the one at the end was cracked open. The hostess opened it the rest of the way, then gestured for us to head inside.

“I will fetch Mistress Nirivi, my lord,” she said. “Please, make yourself comfortable while you wait.”

I nodded. “Thank you.”

In many ways, the private room of the woman we’d come here to see was exactly what I’d expected from an employee of the Embrace. The large bed and cushy divans, the fancy wardrobe and expensive decorations, the soft lighting and floral scents…every room on this level was undoubtedly similar.

Similar, but not identical. Because while the bed looked large and comfortable at a glance, a closer inspection revealed the shackles on both the headboard and the footboard. The decorations were different, too—the paintings featured vast underground chasms rather than the traditional lush fields and vibrant lakes, and the various statuettes depicted a drow female with the lower body of a spider rather than a wingless dragon.

I was a little surprised that an employee here was permitted to display such overtly heretical symbols—the worship of any Old God, like Zelioth the Spider Queen, was strictly forbidden by Imperial law and brutally punished by the Vaz Gorati. But it did explain the collection of whips and gags I spotted inside one of the open wardrobe drawers. It reminded me of the binding chamber where Lia had first given herself to me…

“Interesting decor,” I commented, resisting the urge to open the door and explore further. “Are we sure this woman is a courtesan and not a torturer?”

“Nirivi isn’t a courtesan,” Lia said. “She’s an instructor. Not only for concubines, but also for the acolytes.”

“Isn’t that unusual?”

“How so?”

“To have an acolyte of Zelioth instructing acolytes of Zinshasa. I mean, they aren’t just different gods—they’re from completely different religions.”

“It is…complicated,” Lia said, visibly searching for the right words. “The Zinshasan and dark elf faiths intertwine in many places. They revere both pain and pleasure. In fact, some drow insist that Zelioth and Zinshasa are actually the same divine being.”

I snorted. “You’re serious?”

“Yes, though they would never speak such blasphemous words in the presence of the Vaz Gorati.”

“I’d certainly hope not, if they value their lives. I only met Blood Mother Sianeth once, but she didn’t strike me as the tolerant type.”

“She is not,” Lia confirmed. “Vinarys is not like most Vaz Gorati. She is…unique.”

In more ways than one, I thought to myself. She had to be the least priestly priestess I had ever met. I was constantly surprised that she’d managed to work her way through the ranks, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if that had more to do with her friendship with Kyriel than anything else. Since she was a dragon, the Vaz Gorati had no choice but to follow her lead.

“Nirivi has only been on the surface for a few years,” Lia said, glancing at the whips and shackles on the bed. “It is rare for drow Pain Maidens to spend time here, so the other concubines believed that I should avail myself of her knowledge while I had the chance. They believed it would allow me to better serve Princess Kyriel’s eventual consort.”

“Wait, this woman is a Pain Maiden?” I asked.

“She has been trained in their arts, yes. It was why she came here to the Embrace rather than serve in another establishment in a different fiefdom.”

I looked at the whips and scourges in a new light. Suddenly, the various torture implements in the binding chamber made more sense.

“Not sure I follow,” I said.

“The acolytes here believe in the sanctity of pleasure and release,” Lia explained. “Drow Pain Maidens revere both, but they also believe that agony and submission are the gateways to truth, understanding, and—”

“Power.”

I turned at the sound of the dark, husky voice behind me. There, in the doorway, was a drow woman with light gray skin, long white hair, and glittering ruby colored eyes.

“The balance between domination and submission is critical,” she said, the words coming in a faint drow accent. “A dragon consort of all people should understand that.”

The woman was wearing a tight black dress with a long slit on the right side that revealed a patch of gray skin as well as the thigh-high boots beneath. Her heels were so tall and sharp that she may as well have been walking on the tips of daggers. I couldn’t believe she could keep her balance, let alone that she had somehow been able to sneak up on us while wearing them.

Her left arm and wrist was encircled by a stylized silver bangle that looked like spindly legs emerging from the spider figurine on the back of her hand. Her right arm was covered from wrist to shoulder in a tight black sleeve that matched her dress. Both her hands ended in fingernails that were so long and curved they could likely rend flesh.

I had only seen a handful of dark elves in my lifetime, and I’d spoken to even fewer. They had always been something of an enigma to me. Those who had remained after the mass exodus to Sulinor were ostensibly still part of the Empire, but they weren’t rulers like the highborn or servants like the faeyn. They were strong and independent, not to mention scary as hell.

Especially the females.

“Allow me to introduce Lady Nirivi Ulyr, Second Daughter of House Ulyr,” Liawen said. “And this is Lord Sol Farric, Dragon Consort to Princess Kyriel Valostri.”

“So the rivvil dragon is real,” the drow woman said, her ruby eyes glittering as if they could see right through my glamour. Maybe they could. If so, she had undoubtedly noticed my manhood’s reaction to her exotic appearance. I really should have put on some real armor even if it meant I had to destroy it by changing shape later…

“Lord Farric is real, and he demands your respect,” Lia said. “You will kneel in the presence of the Dragon Consort.”

I managed to keep the surprise off my face, mostly because my draconic visage wasn’t as expressive as my human one. Nirivi looked confused as well. She arched a white eyebrow at the concubine, then chuckled.

“You’re adapting to your new role quite nicely, aren’t you?” the Pain Maiden asked. “It wasn’t so long ago that all those pretty lips of yours could do was beg for mercy.”

“Lord Farric demands your respect,” Lia repeated, her voice turning cold. “You will kneel before him.”

One awkward heartbeat stretched into another as two women stared at each other. I didn’t see any hatred or malice in their eyes, however. It was more like a contest of will between friends…or perhaps sisters.

“Of course,” Nirivi said eventually, shifting her focus to me. “I apologize for my impertinence, my lord. I’ve never had the pleasure of meeting a real dragon before.”

She bowed her head, then gracefully sank to her knees in front of me. Despite my best efforts to control it, my cock swelled beneath my illusory armor. When a woman knelt in front of you, it seemed only natural to rise in greeting…

“I understand,” I said, clearing my throat. “A great deal has happened in a short period of time. We’re all still trying to adjust.”

I glanced at Lia, and I was surprised at the intensity of the smile on her lips. She seemed pleased—very pleased—by the sight of this other woman prostrating herself before me.

“You may rise before the dragon,” Lia said.

Nirivi nodded, then slowly and gracefully rose back to her feet. While she moved, I realized that she wasn’t much taller than Lia; much of her height came from her heels.

“To what do I owe the great pleasure of your visit, my lord?” Nirivi asked. “I would have thought that Liawen could attend to any of your…special needs.”

“The dragon isn’t here for release,” Lia said. “Though if he was, you would provide it for him without question or complaint.”

Nirivi laughed, which seemed to annoy my concubine. Her red eyes flicked downward for a split second, and I once again had the feeling that she could see right through my illusory armor.

“Oh, yes,” she crooned. “I would.”

I cleared my throat and tried to focus. So far, none of this was going according to plan. Our contact wasn’t what I’d expected, nor was Lia’s behavior. I was also starting to regret not having her drain me a few times this morning just to keep my draconic libido in check.

“I’m here because Liawen informed me that you could help us get a message to the Matron Mother in Ust Perya,” I said. “Or better yet, arrange a meeting with her as soon as possible.”

Nirivi’s eyelids fluttered in surprise. “Is that so?”

“Yes. As I’m sure you know, the old tunnels beneath the palace have collapsed, so we are seeking an alternate route. And better yet, a guide.”

“And why would the Dragon Consort wish to visit the home of House Ulyr?” Nirivi asked, placing her gloved hand on her hip. “It has been a long time since—”

“His reasons aren’t your concern,” Lia interrupted. “Lord Farric requires your aid, and you will provide it.”

The two women locked eyes once again, but this time Nirivi took a step closer to my concubine. Despite the building tension between them, I had trouble looking away from her feet. Watching them move on those obscene heels was downright mesmerizing. I genuinely couldn’t understand how she kept her balance so effortlessly.

I flinched when Nirivi reached toward Lia’s face, and I almost swatted her hand away to protect my concubine. But while the drow’s movements were deliberate, they weren’t aggressive. She gently rested her fingertips and long nails on Lia’s cheek…

At which point the concubine inhaled sharply as her eyes fluttered shut. A visible shudder of pleasure rippled through her, and the drow Pain Maiden smiled.

“She’s special, this one,” Nirivi whispered, her voice as soft as velvet yet as dark as night. “You’re a lucky dragon.”

I glanced back and forth between them, trying to understand what had just happened. It was like Nirivi suddenly had the concubine under her spell. Goosebumps rose all over Lia’s bare skin, and I could see her nipples hardening beneath her bandeau.

“Have you broken her in yet?” Nirivi asked me.

“I…we are bonded,” I managed.

“That isn’t what I asked.”

“He is…” Lia started, then swallowed as if to regather her strength. “He is a gentle dragon.”

“Is that so?” Nirivi looked me up and down again. “How disappointing.”

The instant she removed her fingers from Lia’s cheek, the concubine gasped as if she had been unwittingly holding her breath. Nirivi chuckled, then sauntered over to the plush purple divans facing each other in the corner.

“Please, my lord,” she said invitingly, “have a seat.”

“Thank you,” I replied, giving Lia a glance. Her dark eyes seemed embarrassed when they met mine, and I was eager to ask her what was going on. But for now, I moved over to the divan. Lia stayed at my side.

Nirivi waited until I had sat down before she did the same. When she crossed her legs, her dangling heel looked more like the blade of a dagger than ever.

I wished I knew more about drow culture. All I’d heard were rumors, particularly about how alluring and terrifying their females could be depending on their mood. The common wisdom in the Legion was that drow males were treated little better than slaves, and that some of their females were still able to draw power from Zelioth despite the Spider Queen’s imprisonment within the Pale.

Was Nirivi one of these women? Was she even a channeler? And why was she here on the surface instead of back in the Underworld?

“May I offer you a drink, my lord?” she asked, reaching for a carafe filled with bright blue liquor on the narrow table between the divans. “It’s a rare vintage of mithuth uuthli—Sinful Blue, if you don’t speak Qevlâs.”

“I don’t,” I said. “But that’s an interesting name.”

“It’s quite sweet. Maybe too sweet for a rivvil—a human.”

Based on the mischievous glint in her red eyes, it sure seemed like she was baiting me to try something she knew I’d hate. But Lia just nodded when I looked at her, which I took as a sign that the wine probably wouldn’t kill me.

“I would love to try some, thank you,” I said.

As Nirivi lifted the carafe, I felt an unexpected surge of power in the Aether. A sheen of frost quickly spread over the glass, and I could feel the intense cold from my chair. I had seen such ice magic before, but it wasn’t the display of arcane prowess I had expected from a drow. Maybe I should have—she was a Pain Maiden, after all, and few things were as agonizing as a touch of frost.

Still, at least it answered my question about whether this woman was a channeler or not. Now it was a matter of figuring out what other tricks she was capable of.

“Start with a sip,” she said. “I wouldn’t want you to overwhelm yourself.”

I took the glass. The wine was indeed sweet, not to mention very cold. But I liked it more and more the longer the liquid sat on my tongue.

“What do you think?” Nirivi asked after taking her own sip.

“It’s unique,” I said. “I think I could get used to it.”

She laughed. It was a dark yet pleasant sound unlike anything I’d ever heard before.

“You were saying something about wishing to visit Ust Perya,” Nirivi prompted after I’d taken another sip.

“Yes,” I confirmed. “Princess Kyriel is eager to establish relations with House Ulyr.”

“Is that so?” Nirivi asked. “House Valostri hasn’t expressed much interest in us after so many drow houses marched to Sulinor. Sovereign Isarya Valostri—the princess’s grandmother, I believe—was quite upset when we didn’t reaffirm our allegiance to the Empire. The rulers of Lostrien have always seemed to prefer House Teviss for the adamantine they could provide. Perhaps the Dragon Princess has grown worried about the ongoing vatari shortage and wishes to inquire about our supply.”

“This isn’t about vatari,” I told her. “Or resources or soldiers or anything of the sort.”

She raised a skeptical white eyebrow. “Really? Not even with Sovereign Alessara injured and the Tirzak potentially threatening Tir Bereth?”

“If House Ulyr wishes to send a few thousand soldiers to the surface, I doubt the princess would complain,” I replied dryly. “But as I said, she didn’t send me to beg for soldiers. All she wants—all we want—is information.”

“Interesting. And what information would that be?”

I hesitated for a few heartbeats, wondering how much I should share with a woman I hardly knew. Ideally, I wouldn’t reveal anything until we could meet with the Matron Mother, but it might be difficult to get that meeting without making it seem important enough for the drow to care.

“There are several things we were hoping you’d be able to assist us with,” I said. “The first is information about a relic we recently discovered.”

Nirivi cocked her head slightly. “I would have thought that the Dragon Princess and her consort would simply ask the artificers in Gûl Norigaad.”

“Unfortunately, it’s not the type of relic they typically study, but we hoped that your people might know more,” I said, deciding not to elaborate quite yet. “We also have several questions about shadow magic we were hoping you’d be able to help us with. Rilas Bastrel seems to have inherited the affinities of his father, and your people know more about that magic than anyone.”

“Not surprising, since its practice is forbidden within the Empire.”

Nirivi studied me in silence for a few heartbeats, her foot leisurely bobbing up and down but her face otherwise unreadable. She was likely trying to figure out what I wasn’t telling her, and why.

“This relic of yours,” she said after a moment. “Can you tell me more about it?”

“Actually, I’d rather keep the details private for now.”

“Must be important, then. And perhaps something forbidden by the Vaz Gorati?”

“Perhaps.”

“Well, I won’t tell them if you don’t.”

Nirivi winked, then smiled again as she finished the rest of her glass. Normally, I enjoyed the amused curl of a woman’s lips, especially when I knew that I was the cause. But for some reason, hers sent a chill down my spine…followed by an excited tingle through my naked body. Maybe this was what it was like to speak with all drow females. You never knew if they wanted to fuck you or stab you.

Or one swiftly followed by the other.

“I’m sure the Matron Mother would be willing to help,” the drow sorceress said. “Assuming you have something of equal value to trade, that is.”

“The princess is willing to negotiate,” I replied. “And exchange favors, if necessary.”

“That might be enough…but then again, it might not. It would be easier if you paid us in advance.”

“Unfortunately, I didn’t bring a chest of gold from the palace treasury,” I muttered. “But I’m sure we could—”

“Oh, I wasn’t talking about gold,” Nirivi interrupted, her smile turning darker and decidedly more lecherous. “I was talking about you.”

“Me?”

“Yes. I would absolutely adore the chance to break my first dragon.”

My mouth went dry. It was the last thing I had expected her to say, and once again I couldn’t decide if I was terrified or titillated…

“You look strong, but I imagine one night is all it would take,” Nirivi purred. “What do you think?”

Staring into her glimmering red eyes, I suddenly understood how and why Lia had been ensorcelled by this woman’s touch. I didn’t sense any ripples in the Aether, but I swore I could feel her crawling into my mind…

“The Dragon Consort is not a chip to be bargained with,” Lia said from my side.

Nirivi looked at the concubine as if she had forgotten that the other woman was there. And the moment our eyes separated, her spell—real or imagined—was broken.

“You’re very protective of him, aren’t you?” she asked, clearly amused. “That alone has piqued my curiosity.”

“He is mine to serve,” Lia said. “And Princess Kyriel’s to enjoy.”

“And I’ll bet she is.” Nirivi chuckled again, then leaned back in her divan. “I’m sure we can work out a fair trade later. But in any event, the Dragon Consort will be welcome in Ust Perya.”

“I appreciate that,” I said, letting out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “If you can provide a map and send a missive ahead, I’m sure we can find our way.”

“The Great Dark is a dangerous place, my lord, even for a dragon,” Nirivi warned. “You will need a guide as well as a map.”

“Can you provide one?” Lia asked.

“Of course. I’ve been waiting for an excuse to return home, and this is as good as any.”

Lia’s dark eyes widened. “You want to take us yourself?”

“It will be safer for everyone that way, I promise,” Nirivi said, seeming amused at the question. “Tell me, my lord, are you familiar with Peltharen’s Point?”

“The top of the hill at the northern edge of the Wyrmshade Forest,” I said. “You can see the northern road for miles.”

“If you head northeast into the hills from there, you’ll find the ruins of an ancient watchtower about half a mile away. If you meet me there tomorrow two hours after sunrise, I will escort you to Ust Perya myself.”

I nodded absently, belatedly wishing that I’d found a way to scuttle this plan before it had ever come to fruition. Meeting a courtesan instructor in the Embrace was one thing, but traveling into the Underdark to represent House Valostri was not something I wanted or expected. I was a soldier, not a diplomat. I couldn’t imagine a worse person for the job.

But then again, the drow seemed like they might legitimately be able and willing to help us, and it wasn’t as if Kyriel could leave Tir Bereth while her mother was ill. The only other person who might be able to help was Vinarys, but sending a Vaz Gorati priestess into Ust Perya also seemed like a bad idea…

“I’ll need to discuss this with Princess Kyriel,” I said after a moment. “But if she agrees, I’ll send a letter to the Embrace tonight confirming that we’ll be there.”

Nirivi leaned forward again. “Good. Then I sincerely hope that you and I will be able to resurrect the amicable relationship our houses used to enjoy.”

I nodded as I set down my empty glass. “As do I.”

“Just make sure you communicate my offer to Her Highness.”

“Which offer was that?”

“That she allows me one night with her new consort, naturally,” Nirivi said, her long fingernail trailing along the edge of her empty glass. “I promise, she’ll find you much more entertaining once I’ve broken you.”

I felt my cheek twitch. “I’ll, uh, I’ll be sure to pass that along.”

I rose back to my feet, and Nirivi did the same. Her head barely came up to my chest while I was in Wyrmidon form, yet standing in front of this woman somehow made me feel…small.

“Remember, Peltharen’s Point two hours after dawn,” Nirivi said, her red eyes glittering again. “I’ll be waiting.”


Interlude
Kyriel


“Ust Perya,” Kyriel breathed as she leaned over the railing of her balcony. “The last place in Lostrien I expected to be worried about.”

A cool late afternoon breeze tousled her hair and blue scaled dress. She had been in court all morning, and she needed to get back and finish meeting with the rest of the day’s petitioners. Keeping order amongst the major houses in the province was difficult enough, but there were dozens of other factions and vassals who all wanted to know how the Dragon Princess and her new consort planned to protect them from the Tirzak while the Sovereign was recovering.

Kyriel had sat in on countless such meetings before, of course—Alessara Valostri had taught her daughter everything she needed to know to rule Lostrien. Unfortunately, Kyriel was rapidly discovering that she lacked her mother’s patience and poise. She seemed to take after her father in that regard. Malion Starmantle would have gladly spent all day beating her mother’s enemies into submission if she’d let him.

“We planned to reopen relations with the drow someday,” Kyriel went on, “but my mother wanted to wait until we were in a more stable position in case it didn’t go well. Which is a fancy way of saying she wanted to give me time to learn how to transform…or to give birth to a child who could.”

She sighed and turned back around. Sol and Liawen were standing there behind her, freshly returned from their visit to Zinshasa’s Embrace. Vinarys was also there, having returned from the chapel just a few minutes earlier.

“Well, thankfully the Goddess saw fit to provide,” Vin said, smiling up at Sol. “We have our own fully grown dragon to send as an envoy.”

The priestess had already wrapped her slender arm through Sol’s much thicker one. Vin really was pathetic sometimes; she was acting like they’d been separated for days rather than a few hours. One would have thought that a disciplined member of the clergy could control her impulses better, though it wasn’t as if Kyriel could really blame her for fawning over that muscular human body of his.

“I still don’t know if it’s a good idea to have our only real dragon trapped underground for a few days while Rilas and the Tirzak are out there,” Kyriel said. “If they realize you’re gone and launch an attack on Tir Bereth…”

“It’s a risk,” Sol admitted. “And trust me, you won’t have to work hard to convince me to stay. I happen to like it here.”

“I wonder why,” Vin cooed, sliding her hand through his illusory clothing and rubbing his chest.

“But realistically, I don’t think we have much choice,” he went on. “We could use their help, and I’m the only one that can make the trip. I also think it’s unlikely that Rilas would attack here in the next few days. Our scouts report that his forces remain consolidated around Oro Sarn. Even if he ordered them all to march tomorrow morning, it’s a three day walk at best with all the mud left from the storm.”

Kyriel crossed her arms over her chest. “But he could send his flyers. And if he’s convinced the Windsongs to help him, they still have plenty of wyverns.”

“You really believe they’d fight for him after he slaughtered so many of their soldiers?” Vinarys asked.

“If they’re convinced that it’s a choice between that and being destroyed by a dragon…” Kyriel shrugged. “Rilas himself could attack as well. Without Sol, we don’t have much of a defense against him.”

“One man, even a dragon, can only do so much against an entire city filled with soldiers and sorcerers,” Sol pointed out. “Besides, the whole point of this excursion is to understand the defenses we do have.”

He glanced down at Vin’s amulet. The dark emerald glittered in the sunlight.

“Rilas is mad, but he didn’t strike me as suicidal,” Sol said. “I don’t think he’d risk a solo attack after seeing what this thing did to him.”

Kyriel paused and paced along the balcony, wishing she could feel as confident about that as her consort. But she had been there with Rilas in those caves; she had seen his madness and desire up close. He genuinely believed that she would be his mate someday soon, and that she would eventually come around to thanking him for the dragon children he could place inside her.

She shivered at the thought. A wave of intense nausea soon followed, and her mind flashed with the memories of Rilas stepping out of the Pale on this very balcony to grab her…

Sol must have sensed her discomfort, because he was suddenly standing right behind her. The instant he placed his strong hands on Kyriel’s shoulders, she felt warm. Safe. Protected. Somehow, even the wardstone in her room wasn’t as reassuring as her consort’s touch.

“Never mind, I’ll stay,” he told her. “We’ll figure out some other way to—”

“No,” Kyriel said, reaching up to give his hand a squeeze. “You’re right. We don’t have any other options. If there’s even a chance they can tell us more about the relic and the shadow curse, we have to take it. Like you said, Rilas probably won’t attack for a while yet.”

She took a deep breath, and she felt heat flooding into her cheeks. She hadn’t intended to show weakness like that, but it was a sign of just how afraid of Rilas she actually was…and of how much she had already come to trust her consort. She wouldn’t have allowed herself to appear so vulnerable otherwise.

Kyriel slowly spun around and looked up into his eyes, then stretched up on the tips of her toes to kiss him. As his arms slid down her shoulders to settle on her back, she thought about all the stories she’d read as a young girl about her ancestors treating their consorts like disposable playthings rather than actual lovers. Most would have been horrified that she was kissing him. Building an emotional connection was dangerous; she was supposed to discard him for another once he got her pregnant.

There had been a time when Kyriel had fantasized about going from one man to another…but not anymore. Now that she finally had a consort, she didn’t want another. She couldn’t even imagine another. She just wanted Sol.

“We, um, we don’t know exactly where Ust Perya is,” she said once their mouths parted. “But it is somewhere beneath Sunbreak Ridge north of Peltharen’s Point. If you start there, you should be able to reach the city by evening the same day.”

“Just in time to have a quick meeting, get everything we want, and then head back in the morning,” Sol replied. “I’m sure it will be just that easy.”

Kyriel smiled. “House Valostri has never harbored the same malice toward the drow as most Imperial families, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t dangerous. The drow houses fight amongst each other far more viciously than ours, and House Ulyr in particular is said to rule with an adamantine fist. I don’t know what they’ll ask in return for our help. Did your contact give you any hints?”

Sol stirred in place. “Only that she hoped you’d loan me to her for a day so she could try and break me.”

“What?” Vin asked with an amused snort. “She said that?”

“Nirivi was being facetious,” Lia put in. “Don’t worry.”

“I hope so, for her sake,” Kyriel said, giving Sol’s arms another squeeze. “Otherwise you have my permission to burn Ust Perya to the ground.”

He chuckled, but she could tell his heart wasn’t in it. Something was definitely bothering him.

“I don’t know what they’ll ask in exchange, and I don’t exactly have a lot of experience with this type of thing,” he said soberly. “Honestly, I’m not sure what to say.”

“Less than two weeks since the Tasting where I declared you a dragon, and you’re already overloaded with responsibility,” Vin said, sliding her hand through his arm again. “You didn’t think you’d get to lie around breeding beautiful women all day forever, did you?”

“No,” Sol admitted. “But I really hoped.”

Vin laughed, then pulled him in so she could give him her own kiss. As their lips touched, Kyriel couldn’t help but feel a tiny spark of jealousy. Not because she resented Vin for kissing him—she was beyond grateful for the opportunity to share his body and his precious dragon seed with her best friend. It was more that Vin had been able to spend so much more time alone with him so far. If not for this stupid war, he would be in Kyriel’s bed where he belonged right now…

Kyriel had to clear her throat twice to snap Vin out of it. The priestess still barely seemed able to pull her lips away. Once she did, her cheeks flushed as she straightened out her red robe.

“Sorry,” she whispered. “I thought I’d gotten enough to eat this morning, but evidently not.”

Kyriel groaned and rolled her eyes, though she had to admit that she wouldn’t mind another taste of his dragon seed to help get her through the day…

“So, um, what was this drow woman actually like?” Kyriel asked. “As far as I’m aware, ‘Pain Maiden’ isn’t a meaningless title. They consider themselves religious acolytes of agony and lust.”

“Well, I didn’t know that’s what she was until we arrived,” Sol said, casting a glance at Lia. The concubine had been pretty quiet so far, even more than normal. “I got the impression that Nirivi sees this as an opportunity to get something in exchange, but I don’t know enough about drow politics to hazard a guess what that would be.”

“The drow are theocratic in a way the Vaz Gorati could only dream of,” Vinarys said. “Here, my sisterhood has to work in the shadows to influence dragons, but the drow priestesses outright rule the Underworld. Matron Mother Ulyr will be one of if not the most powerful channeler in the city.”

Sol pursed his lips. “Does she really commune with Zelioth?”

“I don’t know. According to the Vaz Gorati Blood Mothers, no one has been able to draw power from the Old Gods since they were imprisoned within the Pale. But we know that isn’t entirely true—every once in a while, the Godsworn manage to find a way to empower their cultists.”

“And Rilas Bastrel has figured out a way to empower the Tirzak,” Kyriel added darkly. “Maybe the drow could help us understand how that’s possible.”

“Maybe,” Sol replied with a shrug. “But Nirivi herself appears to be a sorceress—she used a bit of ice magic to chill our drinks. Her mother might be a sorceress, too. Maybe they all just pretend like they’re drawing power from Zelioth instead of their own sorcerous blood.”

“Perhaps. But what matters is that the Matron Mother will be dangerous whether she’s a powerful sorceress or a true disciple of Zelioth. It’s why my mother didn’t want to reopen communications until we had a dragon to send as an envoy. The drow respect power above all else, and there’s nothing stronger than a Wyrm Lord.”

“If only I could fly there and cast a shadow over the city to scare them into submission,” Sol said. “Though I suppose I could walk through the main gates in dragon form instead.”

“Arriving at the side of the Second Daughter will guarantee us an audience,” Lia said. “Convincing them to provide aid will be the greater challenge.”

“Us?” Sol asked, frowning.

“I wish to accompany you, my lord, if you will have me.”

“It’s far too dangerous,” Kyriel said, shaking her head. “You should stay here in the palace where it’s safe.”

The concubine’s brown eyes flicked between them. “With all due respect, Your Highness, we will not be in any danger from the drow even if we do not come to an agreement. Mistress Nirivi will protect us.”

“Are you sure about that?” Sol pressed. “Because the two of you didn’t exactly seem friendly at the Embrace.”

“We aren’t friends, we’re…” Lia paused for a moment. “Imperial concubines have worked alongside the drow for many generations. It is a religious matter to both parties—they would not jeopardize that relationship by allowing a concubine and her dragon to come to harm.”

Kyriel looked at Sol and Vin; neither seemed convinced.

“I am not an expert on drow society, but I do understand their customs better than most,” Lia said. “I also understand their language.”

“Several members of the Wyrmguard speak Qevlâs,” Kyriel pointed out. “I intended to send a small squad as an escort.”

“The drow will view that as a sign of weakness and mistrust, especially since we will be traveling with one of the Matron Mother’s daughters.” Lia’s hands clenched together in front of her, and she looked almost pleading. “I am the right person to aid Lord Farric on this endeavor, your Highness, I promise.”

Kyriel took a deep breath and studied her former quarnís. Lia was the most dutiful, loyal, and compassionate servant she’d ever had. She rarely asked for anything, but on the rare occasions she did, Kyriel was always happy to oblige.

And Lia clearly wanted this, though Kyriel didn’t fully understand why. It must have had something to do with this drow Pain Maiden, but what?

“If it will increase the odds of the drow helping us, then I think we should listen to her,” Sol said into the pause. “Besides, the more Wyrmguard you have defending the palace, the better. I still don’t think Rilas’s army can get here in the next few days, but that doesn’t mean he won’t try something.”

Kyriel nodded slowly, wishing again that her mother could be here to make the difficult decisions. Things would be so much simpler. Kyriel could even risk going to Ust Perya herself. But as things stood now…

“Very well,” she said, nodding. “If you think this is the best way to proceed and reopen relations, we’ll do it.”

“Thank you, Your Highness,” Lia said. “If the drow possess the information we need, Lord Farric and I will find it.”

“Good.” Kyriel looked at Sol again. “I need to get back to court and finish with the day’s petitioners, but we can discuss this more after dinner—including several quick but thorough lessons on the basics of diplomacy.”

He snorted softly. “I can’t wait.”

She smiled and placed her hand on his chest. “Did I mention that you’ll be expected to pleasure me between each lesson?”

“No,” he replied, placing his hand atop hers. “But suddenly, it doesn’t sound so bad.”


5
Descent


That night, Kyriel began to instruct me on the basics of Great House diplomacy, though it was difficult to remember the finer details since she insisted on riding me between every lesson. Ultimately, she invented a system where I had to pass a basic test before she allowed me to spill inside her, which transformed me from a poor student into an excellent one with remarkable speed.

After several hours and numerous sessions, we were both so tired and sweaty we ended up in the bath. Between the soothing embrace of the steaming water and the silkiness of her skin pressed against me, I had no desire to ever leave her chambers again, and certainly not to venture beneath the earth to a drow city.

“Maybe we should put off your trip for a few days,” Kyriel whispered. Her head was leaning against my cheek, and her left arm was slung around my neck so her fingers could gently stroke my ear. Her right hand was beneath the water line where it had been idly stroking my shaft and keeping me hard for quite a while now.

“You think?” I asked, sliding my own hand back and forth across her leg.

“Mmhmm. I could write a letter to Bastrel, tell him we’ll consider surrendering if he just gives us a week to ourselves.”

“You know, you might be onto something. Might as well give it a try and see what happens.”

I turned my head and gave her a long, deep kiss, one of many I’d enjoyed tonight. Time always felt like it stood still when I was in her chambers, and I wished it were actually true. I wouldn’t have wanted to leave her even if I were going somewhere pleasant, let alone the depths of the Great Dark.

“You’re still sure you want to go alone?” Kyriel asked quietly after another pause.

“Not really,” I conceded. “But Lia thinks it’s the right play, and she seems to understand their culture better than we do.”

“I wonder about that. I knew she had a drow instructor during her concubine training, but I didn’t realize she’d learned about their culture and customs. She’s never mentioned it…though in fairness, it’s not as if the drow come up often these days. They’ve been isolated for so long that Ust Perya has taken on a mythical quality.”

“Well, she seems to have a rather unique relationship with this Pain Maiden,” I said. “I haven’t had a chance to discuss it with her yet, but I can’t imagine that Lia would intentionally lead us astray.”

“She wouldn’t,” Kyriel said flatly. “She must believe what she’s saying. Though…”

“That doesn’t necessarily mean it’s true?” I finished for her.

The princess sighed. “Exactly.”

She remained silent for a moment, and I allowed the heat of the water to soothe my tired muscles. I hadn’t fought anything since the Battle of the Crossroads, but my nightly workouts with Kyriel were proving to be every bit as intense.

“A drow Pain Maiden,” she whispered. “The name conjures up a very particular image.”

“This woman fits it pretty well,” I said. “I’ve never seen so many whips in one place. Or anyone able to balance on heels so high.”

Kyriel looked up at me, a dangerous smile tugging at the corner of her lips. “Was she pretty? Before you answer, I’ll remind you that I’m holding your cock.”

I laughed, and her fingers gave my shaft a quick squeeze.

“Very,” I said. “But she was also frightening.”

“Did she threaten you? Because I happen to know the Dragon Princess, and I’m sure she could get someone hanged for you.”

“Seems like a good way to reopen relations with House Ulyr,” I replied dryly. “Maybe they’d also take that as a show of strength.”

We shared a laugh and then another kiss. Every time she smiled at me, I marveled at how easy it was to talk to her. I found myself enjoying the candid conversations we had after sex almost as much as the sex itself.

Almost.

“She didn’t threaten me,” I said once our lips parted again. “Well, other than saying she wanted to break me, but I don’t think that was meant to be a threat. More like…an offer.”

“Was it tempting?” she asked, her fingers squeezing my cock again.

“Not in the slightest.” I gave her a lopsided grin. “Is that the right answer?”

Kyriel chuckled. “You think I might get jealous?”

“I think I’m your consort.”

“Now that is a good answer,” she replied, giving me a gentle peck on the lips. “You’re mine whenever I want to have you…which it turns out is quite often.”

“It’s a great burden, but one I’m willing to endure for the sake of Lostrien.”

She laughed. “In all seriousness, you are a male Wyrm Lord. By Imperial law, you have the right to claim any unwed woman you wish as long as you properly collar her first.”

“Collar…like Lia?”

“Can’t have you planting your seed in females who don’t deserve it,” she said, tapping my chest with the fingers of her free hand. “Especially not before it blooms inside me.”

“Well, we are doing our best to make that happen,” I reminded her. “After that, I suppose I’ll have to take a tour around town bedding every woman I see.”

“Don’t get too excited. Assembling a proper harem is a solemn responsibility. Doubly so as a dustborn, since you’ll only have ten or fifteen years before this magnificent stem of yours shrivels and stops working.”

“Oh, I think he’ll last longer than that.”

“Not if I can help it.”

She began pumping me harder, drawing a contented moan from my lips. I thought she might actually stroke me until I burst again, but she abruptly stopped and flashed me a wicked grin when I started getting close.

“I really do wish I was able to go with you,” Kyriel whispered, her breath hot on my face as her lips grazed mine.

“So do I,” I managed.

“At the very least, I wish I could send Vin, but she needs to be here if Rilas decides to attack. Hopefully that copy will be good enough for the drow to identify.”

I cast a glance over at the small archival crystal resting alongside my belongings. Visually, it didn’t look all that different from my glamour stone or any other vatari crystal. But Vin had used it to create an illusory copy of her amulet right down to the moon iconography inscribed on the back. With luck, that would be enough for the drow scholars to properly identify it.

Assuming they could identify it. Given that Kyriel had found the dark emerald within the Pale, there was a distinct possibility that no one had ever seen it before. And if that was the case, this whole trip might be for nothing.

“You know, it’s too bad your spirit guardian didn’t tell you more about the amulet when he led you to it,” I said. “But I suppose cats are never that helpful.”

“They are not. Before this, all we knew about it was that it could absorb Pale energy, and that discovery was something of an accident.”

“Is there a reason that she decided to wear it instead of you?” I asked. “You’re the one who needs to drain the Pale corruption out of your tattoos. And honestly, it seems more scandalous for a Vaz Gorati priestess to be wearing an Old God relic than a princess.

“Oh, it would be properly scandalous either way, trust me,” Kyriel said. “When it came down to it, we decided she should be the one who wears it because it matches her eyes better.”

I blinked. “You’re serious?”

“You have to afford girls some room for vanity, darling.”

She exaggerated the word with her best Vinarys impression. It was accurate enough to make me laugh.

“But in all seriousness, only she could get it to work,” Kyriel added. “She’s a real sorceress. I’m supposed to be, but thanks to the shadow curse…”

I nodded in understanding. That explanation made far more sense.

“The most surprising thing is that I think it’s been expanding her gifts over time,” Kyriel said.

“How so?” I asked.

“Well, you’re aware that she has a natural talent for charm magic—a rare gift for someone who also has a natural affinity for Vaz Gorati blood magic. She used it more when we were younger, mostly to influence beasts like our mounts. But once she was properly ordained into the Sisterhood, she didn’t have much opportunity to practice.”

“And probably didn’t want people to know she had that ability,” I said, thinking back to what Vin had told me during our escape from the palace a while back. “People already accuse the Vaz Gorati of controlling the Empire. Having actual charm magic would only stoke those fears.”

“That was part of it, too,” Kyriel affirmed. “But even though she doesn’t use them much, her charm powers have grown. I’m convinced that her blood magic has, too. I’ve been wondering for a while if wearing the amulet for so long has been augmenting her gifts.”

“Hmm. I’m not sure if that’s amazing or disturbing.”

“Maybe a little of both.” Her expression turned solemn. “We know so little about the Old Gods. Vin may be the only Vaz Gorati in the Empire with a remotely open mind about them.”

“You know, I’ve wondered about that,” I said. “She has to be the least priestly priestess I’ve ever met.”

“Her family encouraged her to join the clergy at a young age. And as I said, she has a natural affinity for blood magic.”

“Still, I would have thought that the Sisterhood would have preached all the fun out of her.”

“She was pious as a young girl when the two of us met and started spending time together, and she obviously believes in the sanctity of dragon blood. You might even say she gets off on it.”

I chuckled. “I hadn’t noticed…”

Kyriel snickered. “Vin has an open mind, and she puts her friends before her faith. That became truer as she climbed the ranks and saw how things really were. You met Blood Mother Sianeth—the Vaz Gorati leadership is all like that. They’re self-important crones who believe they alone can interpret Lahara’s will and guide the spiritual lives of the people in the Empire. Even in noble circles, it’s an open secret that they’re hiding things from us.”

“Then why doesn’t anyone stand up to them?”

“They’re afraid, and with good reason. Unlike the Council of Wyrms, the Vaz Gorati are organized and highly visible. And the fact that they’re the only ones who can perform blood readings and provide healing magic definitely helps.”

Kyriel’s eyes drifted downward, and her fingers began casually stroking my manhood again. “The Vaz Gorati are right about one thing, though. Male dragons are built differently.”

“What about female dragons?” I asked.

“We’re just better able to appreciate the gifts the Goddess endowed you with.” Her blue eyes twinkled. “You should get some sleep before your trip, but I figured I should test your diplomatic knowledge at least one more time. What was the first lesson I taught you?”

“Always try to meet your opponent where she is.”

“Good.”

Smiling hungrily, Kyriel swung her leg over my lap to straddle me. My hands instinctively settled on the sides of her waist while she eased me back inside her, but they quickly drifted up to her breasts as her tight elven core enveloped me.

“What’s lesson number two?” she asked, putting her hands around the back of my neck and pulling my lips close.

“Give her whatever she wants,” I said. “Because she’s the Dragon Princess, and you’re honored to be her consort.”

“Exactly right.”

Kyriel leaned in to kiss me. And despite how much we both needed it, we did not get much sleep.
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Dawn came swiftly, whether I was ready for it or not. Kyriel and I always found it difficult to get out of bed whenever we spent the night together, but we eventually managed to dress and get ready despite the temptation to do the exact opposite.

We enjoyed a leisurely breakfast with Vin and Lia—one where they didn’t have my concubine drain me into their tea glasses—before Kyriel and Vin went to court. The flight from Tir Bereth to Peltharen’s Point would only take an hour or so, which meant we had plenty of time to gather what we needed for our hike into the Underworld. Even though I hoped we’d only be gone for a day or so, I made sure to bring sufficient supplies to last for a week just in case we got lost in the darkness.

Though if the rumors I’d heard about the perils of wandering the Underworld were even close to accurate, running out of food would be the least of our problems if we truly got lost.

As Lia and I got ready, she changed into slightly more practical clothing for a long walk underground. It was strange seeing her in leather boots and without a bandeau, though her short olive dress was still cut low to emphasize her cleavage. Her heavy cloak was a darker green that looked like something Arindur or one of the Veldrachi Rangers would wear.

Once we had what we needed, we headed to the palace courtyard where I had enough space to transform. The process took longer than it should have, since I was still learning how to fully control my dragon blood, but Lia didn’t seem to mind. She watched the entire process with great interest, her brown eyes wide in quiet awe.

Since the flight would be short, we didn’t bother with a saddle. I likely wouldn’t be able to fit in many of the underground passages while in this form anyway, so bringing it along would have been an extra burden. I lowered my neck so that Lia could climb on and secure our bags to one of the spines on my back. Once they were ready, she got herself into a comfortable position where she could hold onto the bony spines of my long neck.

I took off as gently as I could, a process I was getting more and more familiar with each day. People cheered as we flew low over the city, which made me feel more anxious about being away. My fellow humans had readily taken to seeing me as their protector, and leaving the city while Rilas Bastrel was still out there seemed like a dereliction of duty. I just had to remind myself that I wouldn’t be gone long, and that if the drow could teach us more about the Shalassan relic, perhaps we could use it to stop the White Wyrm and his Tirzak horde outright.

The flight over the forest proved pleasant and relaxing. The verdant canopy of the Wyrmshade Forest stretched out beneath us like a green ocean, and my golden scales drank up the heat as the summer sun continued rising in the sky. Peltharen’s Point rolled into view when we finally neared the edge of the highlands where the woodlands transitioned into rolling hills, and I set us down just past it near the old watchtower Nirivi had mentioned. The crumbling building was little more than a foundation with a single intact wall, but thousands of years ago it had been a scouting post and small garrison not unlike Tari Barad was now. Distantly, I wondered if the Avetharri rangers who’d once been stationed here had ever battled the Tirzak in these hills.

“This must be the right spot,” I said once we landed, my draconic voice echoing off the hills surrounding us to the north. The terrain was somewhat similar to where we had first fought Rilas in the storm while searching for Kyriel. The memory made my scales tingle uncomfortably.

“Nirivi will be here soon,” Liawen said. “Even the drow know better than to keep a Wyrm Lord waiting.”

I swept my gaze around the plateau as she dismounted, debating whether or not I should revert to my human form or remain a full dragon. I settled on the latter—Nirivi hadn’t seen this form up close yet, and the drow were supposed to respect strength. I might as well start this ongoing negotiation in the best position possible.

Once Lia had lowered herself to the ground along with our packs, I sat on my belly and brought my head close to her. Many people would have flinched at such a move, fearing the dragon was about to devour them, but my concubine smiled and placed a hand on my snout.

“My lord is resplendent,” Lia said. “No one can doubt his power.”

“I’m sure they’ll keep trying,” I replied dryly. “But since we apparently have a few moments, I wanted to ask you something.”

“My lord?”

“It’s about our drow escort. We’re fortunate that you happened to know someone who could help us.”

“I am pleased I could be of service. I only hope that the drow possess the knowledge we seek.”

“So do I.”

I paused for a few heartbeats, listening carefully with my keen dragon hearing to make sure no one else was nearby. I didn’t hear anything besides the morning breeze rustling the scattered patches of grass and weeds around the mostly rocky hills.

“You seem very confident that this Nirivi won’t betray us,” I said. “And that we won’t come to any harm in Ust Perya.”

“She is the Matron Mother’s second born daughter,” Lia replied. “That gives her tremendous power in drow society. No one would dare cross her.”

“Yet she has been living on the surface for several years. Doesn’t that strike you as strange? To be honest, it sounds like a punishment.”

“Not at all. She was sent here to gather knowledge and experience about the surface. It is…well, it is something of a rite of passage, you could say. Nirivi told me that her elder sister also spent time on the surface many decades ago.”

“Hmm,” I murmured noncommittally. It still seemed bizarre to me to send your beloved daughter to whore around on the surface, but then I remembered that Lia had insisted Nirivi was an instructor, not a courtesan. The Zinshasan acolytes were the ones who spent time in her room/dungeon.

“You were acting a little strange around her,” I continued. “At times, I couldn’t tell if you wanted to stab her or kiss her.”

Lia’s cheeks abruptly reddened, and she swallowed heavily as if she were trying to gather herself. “I apologize, my lord. It was never my intent to keep anything from you. To be honest, I found myself surprised by my reaction to seeing her again.”

“Why’s that?” I asked. “Did you part on bad terms?”

“No, not at all. It’s only that…” She trailed off and glanced around as if to ensure herself that we were still alone. “Mistress Nirivi was my last instructor, as I said. And the lessons she taught me were the most difficult part of my education. She was quite…brutal.”

“Did she harm you?”

The question came out as a protective growl, and Lia waved her hands.

“Not at all. The training was not about inflicting harm. It was about testing the limits of my endurance, both mentally and physically.” Lia swallowed again, as if choking on the memory. “I admit, I resented her greatly at first, and there were moments when I almost gave up. But she ultimately taught me things about myself I never knew before…and for that, I will always be grateful.”

I wasn’t quite sure what to make of that explanation at first, but ultimately it didn’t seem all that different from the physical training I went through after joining the Legion. My first instructor in the Aetherblades had been a tyrant, and I’d often imagined lashing out and beating him to a pulp. But by the end, I had emerged a much better fighter and channeler.

“Despite their name, Pain Maidens do not seek to cause misery as a means of torture,” Lia explained. “Drow erotic arts focus on heightening the contrast between extremes. To experience the greatest pleasure, one must first endure considerable discomfort.”

I snorted softly. The hot air from my snout tousled her brown hair.

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

“If you don’t, I would be honored to demonstrate.”

“And if she doesn’t, I will.”

Lia and I both looked around in search of the dark, accented voice, but I didn’t see or hear anything until I noticed a strange movement in the jagged hills. At first, I thought it was a heat shimmer from the rising sun, but then the Pain Maiden emerged from within a cluster of boulders a few yards away from us. The rocks were as illusory as the outfits created by my glamour stone.

Though interestingly, Lia and I weren’t the only ones taken aback. Nirivi’s ruby eyes, initially squinting uncomfortably thanks to the bright sunlight, opened wide when she realized that I was in my full dragon form. She stood frozen by the illusory stones for several heartbeats as she examined my majestic golden scales.

“Lord Farric,” she managed eventually, then bowed and blocked the sun from her eyes with a gloved hand. Her low, accented voice still sounded composed despite her visible astonishment. “It is an honor to see a true Wyrm Lord in all his glory.”

“Lady Ulyr,” I replied, nodding my own head. “Or would you prefer to be addressed differently? Second Daughter, perhaps?”

Nirivi chuckled softly. “You are a dragon, my lord. You can call me anything you like.”

“How about we just use names, then,” I suggested. “I’m Sol.”

“Sol,” she whispered as if testing the feel of the word on her tongue. “Like Solterys, the Dragon Goddess’s consort and the creator of the Veil?”

She smiled again, and the curl of her red lips seemed every bit as dangerous and tantalizing as it had inside Zinshasa’s Embrace. She had changed her outfit, however, which wasn’t surprising since her sheer black dress didn’t seem suited for underground travel. Instead, she was wearing an intricate chainmail shirt with a matching skirt that ended a few inches above her knees. The dark metal armor seemed to absorb the sunlight, and despite the fact that the individual rings appeared incredibly fine and delicate, I had no doubt that they were more durable than a thick iron plate. Her people were the masters of working with adamantine, after all, and they vigorously defended the secrets of their craft.

She had a thin, slender blade inside a scabbard on her right hip and a coiled, nasty-looking whip fitted with tiny adamantine barbs on her left. Her new black leather boots only went up to her knees rather than thighs, and while their heels were still impressively high, at least they weren’t literal needle tips like before.

“How long have you been waiting inside that rock?” I asked. My deep draconic voice no longer echoed off the hills the same way as after we’d landed. Having seen through the visual part of the illusion, my mind must have also adapted to the auditory component.

“I only just returned,” Nirivi said. “I arrived early to scout the first few miles of the passage. We shouldn’t have any trouble before we reach the Izznarg Har’ol.”

“A vast cavern,” Lia translated. Her eyes kept flicking up and down the drow woman’s body as if she were surprised by Nirivi’s appearance. Perhaps she’d never seen her former instructor wearing armor before.

“All right,” I said. “Then what?”

“Then we shall see,” Nirivi replied with a faint smirk. “The journey will take much of the day, and it is not without peril. The less attention we draw to ourselves, the better.”

I snorted. This time, the puff of air tousled Nirivi’s hair instead of Lia’s. “Is that a subtle way of suggesting I shouldn’t stroll through the Underworld as a dragon?”

“My lord is free to travel however he desires,” she said, offering me another slight bow, “though I fear his large frame may not fit through all the passages.”

“How unfortunate.”

Leaning back my head, I closed my eyes and focused on settling my dragon blood. Thus far, I only had experience shifting between human form and back again; I had yet to attempt “cooling” my blood enough to become a Wyrmidon rather than a man. Trying anything for the first time in front of a near stranger wasn’t ideal, but I didn’t want to travel through the oppressive dark of the Underworld as a mere human with nothing but an illusion to protect me. I wanted strength and scales for this journey.

Fortunately, the partial transformation wasn’t as difficult as I’d feared. My wings melded into my back, my tail shrunk, and my bones reverted to a mostly human shape. I felt a little taller and wider than normal in my hybrid form, but that was fine with me. I doubted I was large enough to get stuck anywhere, and the important thing was that strength, durability, and senses remained enhanced. This way, the silly human wouldn’t need to carry a torch and make everyone else a target.

“My lord’s majesty is unmatched,” Lia breathed, looking at me in that reverent way of hers.

“Impressive indeed,” Nirivi agreed, though her voice was more sultry than respectful. “Who would have ever believed a mere rivvil jaluk could attain such perfection?”

Lia moved to my side. Not protectively, but possessively.

“Lord Farric is no normal human male,” she said. “And you will not refer to him in a disparaging manner.”

The Pain Maiden didn’t quite laugh, but there was no mistaking the amusement in her eyes. Once again, I was amazed at how much Lia’s personality seemed to change in the presence of her former instructor.

“F’sarn taudl, abbil,” Nirivi said. “I meant no—”

“He is not your friend,” Lia interrupted. “He is a Wyrm Lord.”

The drow’s ruby eyes glittered again. “Of course. F’sarn taudl, veldruk.”

Lia still didn’t seem entirely pleased by the new word choice, but she let it stand unopposed. I silently reminded myself to ask her about it later…and to get a quick lesson on the drow language, if possible.

“Let us hope that your form will keep the monsters at bay,” Nirivi added. “Even the predators of the Great Dark would be foolish to assault a mighty Wyrmidon.”

Now that my transformation was complete, I leaned down to retrieve the equipment pack which had been secured to the ridges on my back. I was so strong in this form that it still felt trivially light when I slung it over my shoulder.

“What do you expect to encounter?” I asked as I put on my belt and scabbard. It still felt strange to wear them without any clothing, but I was gradually getting used to it.

“I have not traveled this path for several years, so it is difficult to know for certain,” Nirivi said. “But the Great Dark is a realm of strength, not weakness. Normally, a daughter of House Ulyr would not travel this way without a large armed escort of expendable males.”

I grunted. “Well, I’m sure a dragon is worth at least a few of those.”

“An entire army of them, as far as I’m concerned, veldruk,” she replied wryly.

Lia seemed annoyed by the word choice again, but I ignored it.

“Well, you strike me as the type of woman who can defend yourself.” I pointed at the slender, rapier-like blade on her hip. “Unless that’s for show.”

“I am a daughter of House Ulyr, not a useless Avetharri maiden unprepared for anything besides the next gala. If we are beset on our journey, I shall make our enemies writhe in agony.”

“I’m sure you will.”

A part of me actually hoped we were ambushed just to see what she could do, but I dismissed the errant thought as foolish. We had a mission to accomplish here, and I intended to stay focused and get this over with as quickly as possible.

“Let us tarry no longer,” Nirivi said, glancing back over her shoulder to the illusory rock. “Ust Perya awaits the dragon.”
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Every child in Varellon, dustborn and elf alike, had grown up hearing tales about what the Avetharri called the “ Arda dîn Arda,” the world beneath the world. At best, the Underworld was a place where even the most skilled ranger could get lost and disappear in the endless network of empty caves; at worst, it was a realm of impenetrable darkness filled with unfathomable horrors that devoured anyone foolish enough to enter. I began the journey expecting both to be true.

But the deeper we traveled, what struck me most about the scenery wasn’t its danger, but rather its dark, haunting beauty.

After an hour of traveling through a series of narrow, labyrinthian caves—a path we couldn’t have possibly navigated without a native denizen like Nirivi as a guide—the passage opened up into a vast chamber whose ceiling was so high it may as well have been the sky itself. Patches of luminescent moss and fungus covered the walls and stalactites, oscillating in color between subdued green and haunting violet. The light wouldn’t have been bright enough for human eyes, but with my draconic vision I could easily see hundreds of feet in any direction. The shadows were still deep in places, and every cough and footfall echoed too loudly, but the view was still nothing at all like I’d imagined.

Arda dîn Arda. It really was an entirely new world.

“I thought you said a dragon wouldn’t be able to fit down here,” I commented, keeping my voice as low as I could.

Our guide smiled. Thus far, Nirivi had been at the front of our formation, striding calmly and gracefully over the difficult terrain while her eyes vigilantly scoured the darkness for threats. They had begun glowing slightly ever since we’d entered the darkness, as if a crimson fire had been ignited behind them.

“I’m afraid you would have collapsed the tunnels around us, veldruk,” she said.

“Probably,” I admitted, peering up to the distant ceiling. “But there seems to be plenty of space here in the…what did you call it? Vast cavern?”

“Izznarg Har’ol,” Nirivi replied, her tongue rolling out the strange words almost like a leophon’s purr. “You could fly through the depths here, though I would not recommend it.”

“Why not?”

“Do not allow the light cast by the kuttra knifrit to blind you to the danger. The stir of your wings will wake the creatures of the dark, many of whom dwell within the fields of stone daggers above.”

I frowned, wondering what she meant at first. But the massive stalactites really did look like hundreds of blades jutting from the roof of the cavern. They reminded me of an upside down version of the deadly pit traps used in some of the less scrupulous arenas across Lostrien.

“Surely they wouldn’t be foolish enough to challenge a dragon,” Lia commented. Compared to my deep dragon rumble, her soft voice barely seemed to echo off the walls at all.

“Perhaps, perhaps not,” Nirivi said. “But claws and teeth are not the only risks. When disturbed, the tengar shrooms produce clouds of deadly poison, and if you inhale too much of the krixbloom, you will be bleeding out of your eyes in less than a minute.”

She pointed at a vibrant, cheerful-looking patch of orange moss covering a stalagmite a few yards away. I reflexively took a step back.

“Right,” I muttered. “Okay. Anything else we should know?”

“We’re being watched,” Lia whispered.

I frowned, and I saw her brown eyes scouring the vast, mostly empty expanse of the cavern as if she had spotted something.

“By who?” I asked.

“It is not a who,” Nirivi said, giving Lia an approving nod. “It is a what.”

My fingers had been resting on the pommel of my sword ever since we’d started our descent, but I shifted them to the handle and pulled the blade out of the scabbard a few inches. Despite my draconic enhancements, I still didn’t hear or see anything. But while Lia might not have been able to see as far in the dark as a drow like Nirivi, the wood elves of Falinor were known for their keen senses and soft footfalls, even compared to other elves.

“Okay, so how bad is this ‘what?’” I asked.

“Glinoth can be deadly in large numbers,” Nirivi said. The drow sorceress still hadn’t reached for her weapon or given any other sign that she was concerned. “Hopefully, they will be deterred by your draconic visage.”

“If not?”

“Then you should keep your weapon low. They prefer to sever the legs of their victims to immobilize them.”

I glanced down at my illusory armor and wished I was wearing my Legion cuirass instead. It was a foolish thought, since my scales were far more durable than reinforced leather, but the weight would have been comforting. Since Lia had no protection at all, I shielded her in an invisible suit of Aetheric armor. Maintaining the spell on one person didn’t require that much focus, so hopefully we could reach our destination long before I invoked the wrath of the Flensing.

“I’m not familiar with these creatures,” I said.

“Surfacers who brave the Great Dark call them hooked horrors,” Nirivi told me. “They are large and deadly, but too reckless to defend themselves well. They prefer open spaces with plenty of high ground, so we won’t have to worry about them once we leave this cavern.”

I cast my gaze about the area again in search of any threats, but I didn’t see anything. After a quick internal debate about whether it was worth the risk of dying down here, I drew my sword.

“Then let’s get moving,” I said.

“Agreed,” Nirivi replied as calmly as ever. “This way.”

While the initial tunnels had been cramped and maze-like, the actual terrain here in the vast cavern proved far more dangerous. Nirivi pointed out numerous hazards on the cavern floor as we moved, from the toxic krixbloom to patches of invisible mud that could apparently pull the unwary beneath the earth as quickly as an unexpected undertow. We passed plenty of old skeletons, most bestial in shape. The handful of elvish skeletons we passed were always alone, which meant they were likely exiles rather than part of a drow warband—at least according to our guide.

The silence gradually started to bother me, mostly because it was broken at irregular intervals by the loud crash of falling rocks or a distant shriek that would echo for half a minute before fading. The air was a problem as well. It was musty and stale, and on more than one occasion, I found myself yearning to fly up to the ceiling of the cavern in case there was a place where I could pop my head above ground to enjoy a few clean breaths. But I didn’t feel sick or weak, so the danger was probably just in my head.

There was no trail or road, only a winding path between rocks, pits, and other natural barriers. I made certain to keep Lia between the two of us, since she had no ability to defend herself. I never had to tell her to stay close, of course—she never strayed more than a few steps from her dragon.

I estimated that we were a little over halfway through the cavern when both of my companions seemed to be looking around with increased concern as we moved. There wasn’t much of the glowing fungus directly above us, so I couldn’t see all that far even with my draconic vision, but there was a vast network of stalactites above us where any number of creatures could be concealed. I kept my hand firmly on my blade and listened as best I could.

“Something wrong?” I asked eventually. I hadn’t wanted to break the silence, and the words sounded louder than I’d feared.

“The Glinoth are coming,” Nirivi said. Somehow, her smooth voice didn’t seem to echo at all. “They may have been frightened by your appearance at first, but they seem to be gathering their resolve.”

I clenched my teeth. “Should we pick up the pace to get out of this cavern more quickly?”

“No. That would only demonstrate weakness, and the best way to deter monsters is to show—”

I spotted the blur of movement above me a split second before I felt the rush of moving air on my face. I turned my body just in time to dodge the huge, chitinous hook that tried to cleave me in half. A large creature landed next to me a heartbeat later, its spindly body resembling a wingless vulture with bony hooks instead of arms. It was taller than I was in my Wyrmidon form, and it didn’t give up because it had missed its first strike.

The monster swept its bony arm-hooks low, just like Nirivi had warned, but I had conjured an Aetheric shield in preparation for a follow-up attack. It let out a surprised sounding shriek when its limbs smashed harmlessly into the barrier, and I took the opportunity to leap back and call upon my earth magic. I manipulated the ground beneath the creature’s feet, causing several chunks of rock to burst upward like a geyser. The shifting terrain knocked it off-balance, which allowed me to bash it with my shield and knock it to the ground.

My blade was already moving when the monster fell, hacking downward before it could recover and defend itself. The sharp steel didn’t merely pierce the horror’s flesh—it completely severed one of its hooked arms. As the creature thrashed in pain, I swept its head from its shoulders with similar ease.

Even in the heat of battle, I was surprised by my own strength. As a human, I wouldn’t have had the raw muscle power to cleave through bone so easily. But as a Wyrmidon…

Well, evidently this hybrid form was even more powerful than I’d realized.

“Stay close!” I warned Lia. I readied my conjured shield and looked up in search of more monstrosities, but the second ambusher landed in front of Nirivi instead, putting it well out of my reach unless I abandoned Lia. For lack of a better alternative, I used my earth magic to rip up another chunk of rock, and I planned to hurl it at the monster to stun it for a few moments.

But the Pain Maiden didn’t need any help.

I felt the air chill around me as Nirivi pointed at the monster. A surge of Aetheric energy shuddered down her arm, and a shimmering blue bolt of energy leapt from her fingertip. It struck the creature squarely in the middle of its torso, though it didn’t seem to harm it.

At least, not at first. But the creature’s movements slowed right as it tried to strike her with its hooked arms, and it eventually stopped in place. A thin sheen of frost covered its entire body like it had been standing outside for hours in the middle of winter. Its beady yellow eyes twitched as it struggled to break free, but Nirivi didn’t give it the chance.

With an almost leisurely movement, the drow sorceress drew her rapier, flicked her wrist, and plunged the tip of the blade through one of the creature’s eyes and straight through its skull.

I had known she was a student of frost magic, but it was one thing to chill a glass of wine in your quarters and quite another to freeze a three-hundred-pound monster solid long enough to stab your sword into its brain. For about the dozenth time since I’d met this woman, I couldn’t decide if I should be titillated or terrified by her presence…

But I didn’t have time to dwell on it, because yet another monster came flying out from the darkness, and this time I wasn’t able to turn and face it quickly enough to block its attack with my shield. One of its chitinous hooks slashed my side, a blow that would have easily been strong enough to spill my entrails on the ground if not for my golden scales. The latter proved more resilient than I thought—the attack still cut into me, but no more than a grazing blow from a blade. The flash of pain also riled my dragon blood, providing me with a surge of strength I used to bash the creature with my shield and send it tumbling away.

In a different life, before my powers had awakened, I would have simply hacked the abomination while it was stunned. But the pain had also caused my instincts to fully take over, and instead I sucked in a deep breath and spewed a cone of scorching draconic flame. The monster’s agonized screams echoed off the walls of the cavern, but they quickly faded away as the inferno consumed its body. By the time my breath was spent, all that remained was a charred, barely recognizable husk.

“Folt yorn…” Nirivi whispered from behind me. I turned to see her studying me, and I noticed that, like me, she seemed as if she couldn’t decide whether she should be excited or frightened by what she’d seen.

No other monsters jumped out at us, and I shifted my attention to Lia. She appeared unhurt, and her brown eyes were also fastened on the scorched carcass. Until now, she also hadn’t seen me unleash my destructive potential as a dragon. And this was nothing compared to what I could accomplish as a full wyrm.

“We should not linger,” Nirivi said, freezing the monstrous blood on her sword so that she could flick it off before returning the rapier to its scabbard. “The noise may summon greater threats.”

“Greater threats?” I asked. “Like what?”

“You do not wish to know.” She paused as if she were about to start walking, but then her eyes flicked down to the drips of blood at my feet. “You are injured.”

“Just a scratch,” I said, stretching my arm and testing the wound. It stung, but it definitely wasn’t serious.

“An unguent will close and soothe the wound,” Lia told me, reaching for the equipment pack.

I touched her arm to stop her. “I’m fine. We can wait until we get to town.”

“No, we cannot,” Nirivi said. “The scent of blood will draw more enemies.”

I nodded reluctantly, then allowed Lia to retrieve her unguents and apply them to the wound. Nirivi looked around as she worked, vigilant for threats, and I found myself wondering if a true disciple of Zelioth—a priestess who could actually channel the power of the Spider Queen—would be able to heal my wound with magic. As far as I was aware, the only sorcery that could mend flesh was blood magic, and the Vaz Gorati didn’t share their techniques with anyone.

But the magic of the Old Gods could allegedly heal wounds and even revive the dead. From what we had seen of the Tirzak and the gifts Rilas had given them, those legends seemed to be true.

“And here I almost expected you to have restorative magic,” I commented as Lia worked. “Though a Pain Maiden being a healer would be pretty strange.”

“There’s nothing as exquisite as the agony of reopening an old wound, veldruk,” Nirivi said. Her tone was deadly serious, but the smile she flashed me was not. I didn’t know which to believe.

“What does that word mean, anyway?” I asked.

“It means master,” Lia said, her lip curling. “It is not appropriate.”

“He is a Wyrm Lord, is he not?” Nirivi asked innocently. “And besides, you didn’t wish me to call him friend. However shall I refer to him?”

“Sol is just fine,” I muttered as Lia finished applying the restorative balm. “Anyway, this feels much better. Thank you.”

The mix of herbs and alchemical ingredients smelled terrible, but no soldier ever complained as long as they stopped the bleeding and started the healing process. As long as the scent didn’t attract monsters, I was content.

“Let us continue,” Nirivi said. “We still have many hours of travel before us.”
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If any other monsters were stalking us, none made their presence known before we left the expansive cavern and moved into a much narrower set of tunnels. The various luminescent growths were virtually nonexistent here, so I was once again grateful that my draconic senses allowed me to navigate. Otherwise I would have been tripping over the girls or smashing face-first into the walls.

“You know, that was an impressive demonstration of power back there,” I commented as we moved. Our current passage was narrow enough that we needed to travel single file, so I was at the back of the formation behind Lia.

“Drow males often boast about their prowess in order to prove themselves worthy of female attention,” Nirivi said. “I would have thought that dragons were beyond such simplistic social posturing.”

My brow furrowed. It took me a few seconds to recognize the miscommunication.

“I was talking about your display of power, not mine.”

“Ah. Ussta duanda, veldruk. I apologize.”

“That’s all right,” I said, habitually waving away her concern even though she wasn’t looking at me. “It’s just that the Avetharri are usually more interested in raw arcane magic than elemental channeling techniques, and I also didn’t associate ice magic with drow. Are all Pain Maidens taught to freeze their enemies in their tracks?”

Nirivi chuckled. “All sorcerers have their unique gifts. Did the Avetharri teach you earth magic?”

“Erm, no,” I replied, feeling silly for the way I’d phrased the question. “I just meant…well, I’m surprised you were able to find a tutor.”

“The drow are as adept at channeling as any darthiir,” she said, her voice laced with both contempt and pride. “And unlike the Avetharri, we do not forbid schools of magic out of fear.”

“None at all? Even charm magic?”

“Of course not.”

I considered that for a moment as I peered down an adjacent corridor. I still didn’t hear or sense anything, though I did spot some very large tracks heading in the opposite direction. I also noticed more bones, though they seemed quite old. This definitely wasn’t a well-trodden area, at least not anymore. Distantly, I wondered how many other paths there were to Tir Bereth or any of the other fiefdom capitals.

“That probably shouldn’t surprise me,” I said. “But it’s quite different from the surface. The Empire is almost as wary of charm spells as shadow spells.”

“The Avetharri are wary of anything that might threaten their power. As are the Vaz Gorati.”

I snorted softly. “Well, in this case it’s hard to blame them. Charm magic is dangerous.”

“All magic is dangerous, veldruk. Fear of losing power is the only reason to shun one discipline over another. If your earth magic threatened the control of the blood witches, do you really believe they would allow you to use it?”

“There are plenty of elves who don’t want humans using sorcery at all,” I said. “I’ve met a few who don’t even think it’s real—they insist that our power must be coming from the Old Gods because we aren’t worthy of the blood.”

“The darthiir are nothing if not fools,” Nirivi said.

“Sometimes, but I’ve enjoyed proving them wrong. When I started flying around the city as a dragon, I thought some of the older Avetharri might keel over on the spot.”

She chuckled again. It was a low and dark and increasingly welcome sound. The longer we traveled, the less frightening she seemed. Though perhaps I was simply letting my guard down.

“So why don’t the elite in Ust Perya fear charm and shadow magic?” I asked after another few moments. “They don’t believe it’s a threat to them?”

Nirivi didn’t reply right away. At first, I wondered if she might be tired of me talking, but when she paused at a cavern intersection and turned her head, I saw that her brow was creased in thought.

“That’s a complicated question to answer,” she said eventually. “But the Matron Mother would say that our laws are enforced by true power, not the whims of a deceitful, manipulative blood coven like the Vaz Gorati. The Spider Queen herself ensures that we do not misuse the gifts she grants us.”

“Us?” I asked. “Has she granted you any boons?”

Her stride faltered ever so slightly. “Zelioth has many worshipers but few genuine disciples. My mother and sister are among them.”

“But not you?”

“I am Second Daughter, not First. But as you have seen, I also do not require the Goddess’s aid to manipulate the Aether.”

It wasn’t quite an answer to my question, and I wasn’t sure what to make of it other than the obvious: namely, that Nirivi wasn’t a disciple of an Old God drawing on their power. She didn’t need to be, because she had sorcerous blood which allowed her to channel the Aether the same way I did.

“I have heard the rumors on the surface,” Nirivi added into the silence. “The blood witches claim that the drow are all servants of a dead god, no different than the Sarodihm Kalefarr—the Godsworn.”

“Well, as you’ve pointed out more than once, the Vaz Gorati aren’t always the purveyors of truth,” I said. “It’s one thing to hear a rumor but quite another to have it confirmed.”

“Indeed.”

She turned to look at Lia, then spoke several sentences in the drow tongue which didn’t understand.

“He is a Wyrm Lord,” my concubine said flatly. “The blood of the Dragon Goddess makes him powerful and wise.”

“So it would seem,” Nirivi said, her ruby eyes glinting in approval. “Your blood witches are neither completely right nor completely wrong. Many of the drow who fled to Sulinor are servants of Zelioth. Others who remained behind, like House Teviss, revere the Spider Queen but retain the Imperial traditions around blood and sorcery.”

“And what of House Ulyr?” I asked. “You didn’t flee to Sulinor, but from what I understand, you don’t consider yourself part of the Empire, either.”

“No, we do not. House Ulyr has always valued its independence, both from the other drow houses and from the Empire as a whole. The power of the Spider Queen is what allows us that freedom.” Nirivi came to a halt in the passage. “Because make no mistake, veldruk, Zelioth may be weakened by her imprisonment, but her power is quite real. It gives us the strength we need to survive within the Zhennu Olath—the Great Dark.”

I nodded. Speaking in reverent tones about the Old Gods would have been heretical to most highborn and to some humans, but I had always tried to keep an open mind when it came to matters of religion. After all, most of the time it didn’t seem as if any gods, alive or dead, seemed particularly interested in helping humanity prosper.

At least, that’s how I felt before learning that I was a dragon. Now…well, things seemed a little more complicated. Had the Dragon Goddess Lahara truly given me her gift, as Vinarys and most highborn believed? Or was it merely an accident of fate, no different than being born short or tall? Were the elves mistaking an act of nature for divine providence, or was there something to their grand mythos?

It became even more complicated when I remembered why we were here in the first place. The White Wyrm threatening us was somehow controlling and empowering the Tirzak as if Rilas were an Old God himself. And at the same time, the relic I was here to identify apparently belonged to an ancient religion as well.

It was confusing, to say the least. Though after hearing Nirivi openly admit her family’s connections to Zelioth, I did feel better about the prospect of the drow being able to help us and identify this relic. Whatever games the gods may or may not have been playing, what really mattered was learning how to use our weapon to defeat Rilas Bastrel.

“It is not much farther now,” Nirivi said, pointing down a different passage. “We must travel this path for another few miles, and then we will enter another vast cavern. Ust Perya lies within.”

“Good,” I said. My hand had been unconsciously resting on the pommel of my blade this whole time. “Are you expecting any more trouble on the way?”

“I always expect trouble, veldruk. Spend enough time within the Great Dark, and you will as well.”

“Right,” I murmured, channeling a bit of extra power into the Aetheric armor spell I had cast upon Lia. I was tempted to extend its power over me as well, since we were closer to our destination and I wouldn’t need to maintain it as long. But ultimately, I decided that arriving in a drow city while strained by the Flensing would be a very bad idea, so I decided to take my chances and rely on my scales instead.

My gamble paid off. We only encountered one other group of creatures on the way, and the small band of troglodyte scouts weren’t much of a threat. Because while the eyeless reptiles might not have been able to see my draconic visage, they were smart enough to figure out what they were dealing with once I breathed fire in their direction. I didn’t even need to burn them; the sound and heat sent them scattering into the darkness.

Their awful stench lingered in the tunnels for quite a while, however, so we spent the last stretch of the journey trying not to retch in disgust. It was so bad it made me want to track them down and kill them out of spite, though the smell and my rage both faded when we finally entered another massive cavern. The glowing patches of moss and mushrooms were more abundant here, casting the entire area in a soft, moon-like glow. And just a few minutes later, the great underground city of Ust Perya rolled into view.

My breath caught in my throat. For whatever reason, I had assumed it would look mostly like a surface city transplanted below ground. And while it did possess most of the same basic features as any settlement—walls, towers, streets, houses—Ust Perya seemed so much more organic than I had anticipated. It appeared as if it had grown out of the cavern rather than been built into it.

Rather than high halls and protective towers, the city was filled with tall, imposing spires of amethyst and bronze that jutted up from the ground. Stalactites were encrusted with temples and sanctums, the highest linked by slender bridges stretching through the twilight void. Manors and estates dotted the walls, each a wary fortress unto itself. And where a surface city at nighttime would be a sea of golden pinpricks, Ust Perya was a constellation of violets and pinks cast by a combination of luminescent flora and enchanted lanterns resonating with magical energy.

“Impressive, isn’t it?” Nirivi asked, sensing my amazement. “Surface cities are so dour by comparison. So much mortar cast into hideous walls and towers. Avetharri architecture is so…unnatural. Drow cities are more like the faeyn settlements in Falinor, only with crystal and stone instead of trees and vines.”

“Mm,” I murmured. “And here I never associated drow with nature.”

“We both respect its power in our own ways. The difference is that the faeyn endeavor to live in harmony with it. We bend it to our will.”

I looked at Lia, but she didn’t seem annoyed. If anything, she seemed as stricken by the city’s dark beauty as I was. I intended to ask her more about the comparison to Falinor later.

“So do we just walk up to the doors?” I asked. Trying to gauge distance down here was more difficult than it seemed, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if it took another hour for us to wind our way through the rest of the cavern.

“The sentries will find us long before then,” Nirivi said.

“Will they give us any trouble?”

“Of course not. I am a daughter of House Ulyr, and you are a Wyrm Lord. They will dispatch a messenger to alert the Matron Mother so that she can properly prepare for our arrival.”

Her words were intended to exude confidence, but I could hear the uncertainty in her voice. She was concealing it well, and I wouldn’t have given it a second thought if I hadn’t noticed the way her hands kept clenching at her sides. She was definitely worried about something.

The only question was what.

We only managed to travel for another ten minutes or so before we encountered the sentries she’d mentioned. I was proud of myself when I noticed the four drow males in black leather armor crouched along the path, slender crossbows in hand. It wasn’t until eight other sentries appeared behind us that I realized we’d been meant to see the first group while the second actually snuck up behind us.

While Nirivi spoke to the soldiers, I kept Lia close to ensure that I could protect her if necessary. I had no idea what any of the drow were saying, but the sentries were visibly surprised by the fact she was being accompanied by a golden Wyrmidon. A dozen sets of faintly glowing red eyes carefully watched my every movement, as if waiting for an excuse to fire their crossbows.

But whatever their personal concerns, the sentries still ultimately deferred to Nirivi. Most of them flinched any time she uttered something that sounded vaguely threatening, and the one who was speaking to her—presumably their leader—made numerous apologetic-looking hand gestures. After a minute, one of the sentries began sprinting toward the city while the others fell into a loose escort formation around us.

“Trouble?” I asked Nirivi once she stepped closer to us.

“A misunderstanding,” she replied. But despite the dismissive flick of her wrist, I could see a new mantle of tension settling over her shoulders like a thick cloak. “They will escort us the rest of the way. Come.”

We started forward at a leisurely pace, presumably so that the runner would have that much more time to warn the others that we were coming. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, especially since something was clearly bothering our guide. Nirivi had been almost preternaturally calm the entire trip, even when the hooked horrors had tried to kill us. But now…

As tempting as it was to spend the entire trip speculating, I couldn’t afford to let my guard down in such unfamiliar territory. I watched our escorts closely as we walked, and I made eye contact with each of them once during the trip. I may not have spoken their tongue, but intimidating stares were a universal language, especially when delivered by someone twice your size.

Just like most surface settlements, Ust Perya was situated on the highest ground in the area, so the final stretch of the trip sent us up a long gradual incline. I didn’t shift my attention away from our escorts until we finally approached the city’s main gate. Up close, my first impression of the walls was that they weren’t built to resist a siege like those on the surface. There didn’t appear to be any battlements except at the gate, nor were there any looming defense towers with arrow slits or ballistae on top. Any Great House in Lostrien could have mustered enough men and siege equipment to break through such meager fortifications without any trouble.

But that would never happen. Monsters were the primary threat of the Underworld, not rival vassal lords and huge organized armies. The competing houses of Ust Perya probably fought each other within the city, not outside it, and the natural cavern walls and terrain were still a reasonably effective barrier against any other threats. There was simply no reason to build other types of defenses.

Nevertheless, the city gates themselves were amongst the most imperious structures I’d ever laid eyes on. They had been forged or coated with dark metal—presumably adamantine—and they stood fifty feet tall. The spikes on top were mounted with dozens of severed heads, mostly drow males who had presumably displeased the Matron Mother. With any luck, we could finish this trip and accomplish our mission without joining them.

“Charming decorations,” I muttered. “Really helps visitors feel welcome.”

“Visitors aren’t welcome,” Nirivi said matter-of-factly. “But the heads aren’t meant to scare outsiders. They are a warning to anyone who would disobey the Matron Mother.”

My lips twisted as we got closer. The heads weren’t rotten, nor had they been picked at by carrion. It might have been my imagination, but I swore I saw their eyes and tongues moving…

“Is that a common problem here?” I asked.

“No. I recognize most of them. Only a few new ones have been added since I left.”

I blinked. “I thought you said you’d been on the surface for a few years now?”

“I have.”

“Then how could they be the same? They should have rotted away long before—”

“Because they are not dead,” she interrupted. “At least, not entirely. My mother’s magic will ensure they live out the rest of their lives atoning for their sins.”

A wave of horror crashed over me, and I forced myself to look away. Maybe coming here was a mistake…

Neither Nirivi nor our guards had to call out to the city guards; the doors simply opened as we approached. I braced myself physically and mentally in case our hosts decided to welcome us with a volley of magic or crossbow bolts. For a moment, I was tempted to transform into a full dragon purely as a deterrent, but I was wary that such an unexpected display might cause a fight rather than prevent one. I didn’t want our hosts to feel threatened.

Unfortunately, the sentiment wasn’t mutual. The doors were only half open when I felt a whisper of movement behind us, and I whipped around and conjured my Aetheric shield just in time to realize there were two new drow males standing behind us, both clad in thick suits of jet black adamantine armor rather than leather. A third appeared a split-second later, his body seemingly materializing out of the shadows as if the darkness itself had given birth to him.

The first two warriors had large crossbows pointed at us. The third was holding a long, curved blade in front of his chest, as if he couldn’t decide whether he wanted to attack me or defend himself from me.

“Kruk dosst dros’he xor el!” the warrior growled.

I had already pushed Lia behind me, and I was about to breathe fire as a warning when Nirivi hissed.

“Put your weapons down, waela jaluk,” she said, drawing the whip from her belt and cracking it upon the ground. “Or I will feed you your own stem before turning you into a drider.”

I had seen plenty of soldiers get excoriated by a superior, and I’d been on the receiving end of it myself on more than one occasion. But never in my adult life had I ever watched three men lower their weapons and cower so quickly. The fact that they were clearly elite soldiers—probably the near mythical shadow knights I’d heard rumors about—made the effect even more pronounced.

“Usstan ann dosst nelgetha, Drada Dalharil,” the leading male replied. “Udos kat—”

“You were informed that I would be arriving with guests,” Nirivi interrupted, speaking the Imperial tongue so I could understand. “Or did the messenger get lost?”

The male said something else, and Nirivi’s face twisted in annoyance. She let out what sounded like an impressive series of drow curses, then turned and looked at me.

“My apologies,” she said. “It would seem that my sister is not taking your visit as seriously as she should.”

“Your sister?” I asked.

“The Matron Mother rules Ust Perya, but the First Daughter is in charge of its defense. She…” Nirivi paused. “Well, suffice to say that I have cleared up any lingering confusion in the minds of the guards. We will make our way to the Temple of the Spider Queen. In the meantime, they will let my mother know that she is about to receive an envoy from the honorable House Valostri.”

“Siyo jabbress,” the shadow knight holding the sword said. He made several hand gestures to the men behind him, who immediately fell into an escort position behind us. The man himself disappeared in another swirl of shadow.

“Again, I apologize,” Nirivi said. She returned her whip to her belt, but she didn’t look particularly happy while doing so. “Please, follow me.”

Just like with the scouts earlier, I cast another glare at every drow I could see—including the men behind us and those atop the gate—before starting forward. I was tempted to keep my conjured shield active, if only to better protect Lia, but I dismissed it and strengthened the barrier I’d put on her instead. The currents of the Aether were mostly still warm and soothing as they flowed through me, so I wasn’t worried about invoking the wrath of the Flensing just yet. If it did come to a fight, I’d hopefully have all the energy I needed to defend us. Not that barriers were likely to matter against a few thousand angry dark elves…

I was too busy looking out for potential threats to fully immerse myself in the sights and sounds once we officially entered the city, but even so, it was impossible not to appreciate the stark contrasts between Ust Perya and the surface. While there were still alleys and buildings and merchant stalls like anywhere else, the atmosphere couldn’t have been more distinct.

For one, the streets were almost exclusively populated by drow rather than being a mix of humans, elves, and the occasional orc hybrid or kolathi half-giant. The locals watched us pass by with quiet interest from their shops and cafes, their red eyes glowing faintly in the dim violet light cast by the intermittent magical lanterns. Most were finely dressed, particularly the females, and so many of them were sitting idle in cafes eating, drinking, and smoking hookahs that I started to wonder if there was a single laborer anywhere in the city.

It wasn’t until we had moved a few blocks down the street that the truth of life here became more apparent. Smoldering forges took the place of cafes and merchant stalls, and hulking minotaurs, waddling troglodytes, and a variety of other bizarre beings I didn’t even recognize were suddenly everywhere.

So there are plenty of non-drow in Ust Perya after all, I mused. The difference is that here, most of them are in chains.

On one corner, a group of strange creatures with vaguely humanoid bodies and fish-like heads were working at a tannery while a drow female occasionally lashed them with a barbed whip for “encouragement.” Across the street, two huge minotaurs were hauling heavy goods at the behest of a male drow who shocked them with bursts of magical lightning any time they slowed down. Many of the other non-drow appeared to be wearing spiked collars adorned with glowing glyphs that seemed designed to enforce their obedience.

My first reaction was disgust. My second, slightly slower one was the realization that many Avetharri on the surface would love to treat dustborn the same way. They still did in other distant Imperial provinces like Glorinfel and Narthil. Lostrien had never been quite this bad, but Sovereign Alessara’s decree was what had truly changed the course of history for my people. I found myself wondering if that had played any role in the declining relationship between House Valostri and House Ulyr.

Before I could spend too much time dwelling on it, another group of drow warriors—rank-and-file soldiers rather than elite shadow knights, judging from their moonsilver chain hauberks and hooked polearms—came marching down the street to intercept us. I was a little concerned at first, but they quickly fell into escort formation alongside us as well.

“Is this really necessary?” I whispered to Nirivi.

“They are House Ulyr soldiers,” she said, gesturing toward their tabards. The House Ulyr crest—a long dagger pointing downward with a drop of blood on the tip and a spider clinging to the handle—dominated the center. “It is a signal to the other houses, nothing more.”

“I see. Then why do you look so unsettled?”

Her gray cheek twitched slightly, and she paused for so long I wasn’t certain she planned to answer. “The message I sent never reached my mother. She was not made aware of your coming.”

My brow furrowed. “So that was the confusion with the guards?”

“Yes.”

“Is that a problem?” I asked, my hand hovering over the pommel of my sword again.

“It won’t be after I confront my sister,” Nirivi said, her voice glacially cold. “But don’t worry, this will not change anything.”

I nodded, though I wasn’t sure I believed her. It was clear that I only understood a small fraction of what was going on here, and I didn’t like it one bit.

But there was precious little I could do about it besides staying aware of my surroundings. The new soldiers had effectively formed a barrier around our little entourage, as if to prevent any of the city’s denizens from getting too close. But while my golden scales were drawing plenty of surprised looks, no one seemed remotely interested in rushing out to greet me. The fear and wonder I so often saw on the faces of those on the surface were completely absent. Here, the glances of the slaves were filled with indifference, while those of the drow were filled with contempt. It really was a different world.

We eventually passed through the forced labor district and made our way across a long, shadowy bridge that stretched across a gaping chasm. I had no idea what was below—the darkness was so impenetrable that even my draconic eyes couldn’t pierce it—but I found the lack of protective railings on the sides disturbing. Distantly, I wondered how many servants had been cast into the void for the crime of displeasing a drow noble. I probably didn’t want to know the answer.

The area on the other side of the bridge was mostly populated by drow again, though I also spotted the occasional armored minotaur soldier. A huge ziggurat loomed over the entire district, its ominous triangular form silhouetted in a massive beam of violet light with no clear source. A statue of a colossal spider rested protectively atop the building, as if the dark goddess Zelioth herself were giving birth to the temple. Even from a great distance, I felt uneasy in its presence, and it made me wish we could have had this meeting somewhere—anywhere—else.

While spider iconography had been common all across the city so far, it was more ubiquitous here in the district surrounding the temple. Arachnid symbols were everywhere on streets, buildings, and people in the form of jewelry and tattoos. I also spotted several real spiders which were so large I assumed they must have been statues…right up until they began moving to follow their owners. They must have been pets or mounts. My scales crawled just looking at their many fist-sized eyes. Some of them were easily large enough to devour a man whole…

Sadly, the giant arachnids weren’t the only grotesque horrors on our path. As we approached the temple, another group of drow soldiers moved forward to meet us, including the shadow knight that Nirivi had scolded at the gates. But my attention was quickly drawn away from him to the twin terrors moving behind him. The two large creatures appeared to be abominable hybrids of drow and spider. They had the chest, arms, and head of an elf but the eight legs and lower torso of an arachnid.

I heard Lia draw in a sharp breath next to me, and it took all my effort not to do the same. I had heard of driders before—Nirivi had threatened to turn the shadow knight into one earlier. But it wasn’t until now, when I was actually staring at one in person, that I finally accepted they were real. I couldn’t begin to fathom what kind of twisted, unholy magic could produce such a wretched amalgamation.

Probably the same dark force that could keep severed heads alive on pikes by the main gate.

“What in Zelioth’s name do you think you’re doing, jaluk?” Nirivi growled as we approached the line of soldiers and driders. Her ruby eyes were fixated on the shadow knight she had excoriated earlier. “I commanded you to make a path for us, not get in our way.”

“And I commanded him to do the opposite.”

The new female voice seemed to come from all directions at once. I saw Nirivi tense up as I looked around in search of the speaker, and I wondered if the Matron Mother had decided to greet us out in the open for some reason. But the woman who emerged from the darkness behind the driders didn’t look like a monarch to me. She was dressed similarly to Nirivi, in fact, right down to her adamantine chain skirt. A nasty-looking spiked mace dangled from her hip, and she carried a circular shield on her back.

“As First Daughter, Captain Jhael is bound to obey my command above all others,” the woman said. “Perhaps you’ve been gone so long that you’ve forgotten your place, sister.”

Nirivi’s eyes flashed. “I have forgotten nothing. I sent word ahead to mother—I come bearing the dragon envoy of House Valostri.”

The sisters glared daggers at one another, and I had the distinct impression that the success or failure of our mission was going to be decided in the next few moments…

“I received your message,” the First Daughter said into the pause.

“Yet everyone here acts surprised to see us,” Nirivi growled. “Why?”

Her sister’s lips curled into a thin smile as she retrieved a pale-sized blue crystal from her belt. “Because I saw no reason to tell them. Mother has no interest in the affairs of surfacers and their dying Empire. You would know that if you had been important enough to remain at her side.”

“Mother is interested in all opportunities to expand the influence and power of our house,” Nirivi replied tartly. “You would know that if you weren’t an ungrateful hasrek.”

I didn’t know what the word meant, but judging from the stunned reaction of the soldiers, it must have been a vicious slur. Hearing her speak the word in Qevlâs rather than the Imperial tongue also made me realize how strange it was that they weren’t having this conversation in their own language. That was clearly intentional on the part of Nirivi’s sister—she wanted us to understand exactly what she was saying. And that in turn meant that this whole display was a performance.

The question was for who.

“Strange,” the drow woman said. “I never would have guessed that living on the surface would cause my weak little sister to grow a backbone.”

“It is a more dangerous and trying place than you can imagine,” Nirivi said. “There is great power for the taking within the light, should we be clever enough to seize it. Lord Farric, consort of the Dragon Princess, has come to represent the interests of her honorable house. I have assured him that House Ulyr will grant him an audience. As is my right.”

She let the words linger as if to punctuate the point, then looked back at me. “Allow me to introduce General Sulestra, First Daughter of House Ulyr.”

“It is an honor to meet you,” I said, nodding my head but otherwise remaining upright as Kyriel had suggested during our lessons on diplomacy. I wanted to demonstrate respect but never show weakness or submission. “We have to—”

“Lil jaluk telanth?” Sulestra asked, sounding amused before uttering several more sentences I couldn’t understand.

“You will speak in the Imperial tongue while in the presence of Lord Farric,” Liawen said unexpectedly, her voice sounding especially soft and gentle compared to all the drow.

Sulestra’s red eyes turned on the wood elf, and she let out a contemptuous laugh. “You dare to give me orders, darthiir?”

“She shouldn’t need to remind you of the proper etiquette, sister,” Nirivi said. “We are drow, not savages. We will show our guests the respect they are due.”

“You have no more right to give me orders than this rivvil or his darthiir,” Sulestra shot back. “I will address them as I see fit.”

She turned her red eyes to me. While I could see the familial resemblance in her cheekbones and lips, the rest of her features were quite different. She was also a fair bit taller, and I found myself wondering whether or not they shared a father. Kyriel had mentioned that powerful drow females often took multiple consorts just like female Wyrm Lords on the surface, so probably not.

“Were you any other male, I would have you castrated where you stand,” Sulestra said. “But you aren’t any other male, are you? You are a dragon—a human dragon, if my sister’s claims are to be believed. How could such a thing be possible?”

“I don’t know, but the scales don’t lie,” I said, holding up a golden claw. If she were standing closer, it would have been quite tempting to rip that haughty look off her face. “The blood of the Dragon Goddess flows in my veins. For that reason alone, you should be interested in what I have to say.”

Sulestra studied my Wyrmidon form for a long moment, and it seemed like all her soldiers—and Nirivi, for that matter—were holding their collective breath.

“My sister failed to mention why the Dragon Sovereign would send you rather than a formal envoy,” she said eventually.

“Princess Kyriel knew that an Avetharri envoy wouldn’t demand your attention,” I said plainly. “A dragon, on the other hand…”

Sulestra chuckled. The sound—and the smug look that followed—made my scales crawl.

“I’ve no doubt that Princess Kyriel also wished to demonstrate that despite the Blood Drought, the strength of her house is not yet spent. Through you, even the ‘Poisoned Princess’ can produce dragon heirs. House Valostri’s future can be secured.”

I didn’t reply, but I didn’t need to. The truth was obvious to anyone with a heartbeat.

“I can understand why someone so young would make such a foolish mistake, especially on the surface where weakness is coddled and failure is forgiven,” Sulestra said. “She wished to present strength, yet all she has done is hand over her greatest weapon to us.”

Nirivi’s head lifted. “Sister, what are you—?”

“I see no reason to bother negotiating with a weak house,” Sulestra said, cutting off the question, “when we can simply breed your power into our bloodline instead.”

A ripple of energy surged through the Aether, and I instinctively drew my blade, conjured my shield, and stood protectively in front of Lia while bracing myself for an attack. None of the soldiers had moved, including the driders and the shadow knights, but the dark smile on Sulestra’s lips was as clear a signal of danger as a flashing blade. Sure enough, I felt a strange tickle on my scaly scalp, and I looked up just in time to see dozens—no, hundreds—of thick white silken strands descending from the stalactites. They wrapped around my arms and head like tendrils rather than webs, lifting me off the ground and holding me fast no matter how violently I thrashed in their grip.

“Welcome to Ust Perya, human,” Sulestra said with a wicked smile. “Don’t worry, I will teach you everything you need to know in order to be a proper servant. Because you will not be leaving for a very long time.”


Interlude
Rilas


Conquering Oro Sarn hadn’t required a siege or a bloody battle. Just two short days after Rilas had delivered his ultimatum, Lord Haberian Windsong agreed to order his armies to stand down and declare their new allegiance to House Bastrel.

There had been some resistance, of course. A handful of his officers had rejected the idea outright, either because they felt they had a greater duty to the Empire or because they believed that Haberian was being magically-controlled somehow. But fortunately, winning over their men had been relatively easy. All Rilas had needed to do was walk through the Pale, appear in the middle of their camps, and devour the rebellious leaders right in front of their soldiers.

Freezing half their camp with his wintery breath likely would have proven equally effective, but there was something special about the spray of blood and the loud crunching of bones when you ate a man whole that really helped drive the message home.

And besides, Rilas had been hungry anyway.

Once all dissent had been quelled, Lord Haberian had escorted Rilas inside his vast mountain fortress. His family had proven more resistant than his officers, unfortunately, but once again a simple demonstration had changed their minds. His oldest surviving son—Celarus or Silarion or something—hadn’t survived being dropped from a thousand feet above the main gate, and Rilas had informed the guards that the splattered remains were to be left untouched for the next week. After that, the surviving Windsongs had been eager to raise the House Bastrel banners in the castle’s great hall. And since Haberian’s men had already gone to the trouble of removing the blue Valostri ones a few weeks ago, the black and white Bastrel heraldry could easily be hoisted in their place.

Rilas kept his Tirzak well outside the fortress and the surrounding city. He didn’t bother bringing any mantis warriors as guards, since it wasn’t as if anyone here was a threat to him. He could always escape into the Pale if he was attacked, and he sincerely doubted that anyone would defy him now that they knew what he was capable of.

He spent the better part of a day inspecting the fortress in his Wyrmidon form, all while cloaked in illusory silver armor similar to the type his father had worn. Rilas let Haberian and his men know precisely what would be expected of them in the days ahead, though he also made sure to spend time with each of the vassal lord’s six wives. They were vain and disgusting creatures, and he had no interest in claiming them for himself. But he wanted them to understand that he could at any moment. The fear would paralyze them, and they would unwittingly spread that terror throughout the fortress. It would help maintain order here while Rilas was otherwise engaged.

What Rilas didn’t do was ask Haberian to redeploy his troops anywhere. Relying upon the Windsong armies now would have been foolish; they would be unreliable allies at best, and if the opportunity presented itself, they might turn against him. The better option was to simply keep them out of the fighting until more houses had joined him.

Once victory seemed inevitable, resistance to his rule would gradually fade. And once Princess Kyriel had borne him a proper dragon heir, it would disappear entirely.

Rilas was just about to leave his perch and enjoy a leisurely evening patrol over the Doriath Mountains when he spotted a well-dressed, lanky figure shuffling across the battlements in his direction. Oroneth Gerwaen was only two centuries old—still reasonably young for an elf—but he had the unsteady stride of an elderly dustborn. He was even more haggard up close thanks to his thin limbs and drawn face. House Gerwaen had been one of House Bastrel’s vassals in the Blackwood Vale, but like nearly everyone else who had followed Rilas’s father, the Gerwaen survivors had been strung up as traitors by Sovereign Alessara.

Lord Oroneth had only managed to survive because the Windsongs had wanted to keep him as a trophy. The broken man had been a mere servant in Oro Sarn ever since, doomed to pour drinks and serve food to the lord of the house which had stabbed him in the back.

But fortunately for Oroneth and any other surviving Bastrel loyalists out there, Rilas was back in charge now. He had informed the Windsongs that their former servant was now his personal seneschal, and that he would therefore be afforded the respect he was due. With time, Oroneth could hopefully rebuild his fallen house. If he served well enough over the next few weeks and months, Rilas might give him one of the young Windsong daughters to get started. After all, there was no greater vengeance than planting your seed in the enemy’s garden.

“My Lord Bastrel,” Oroneth said once he had ascended the steps and taken a knee atop the tower. His voice sounded as weathered as his body looked, but there was definitely a spark of energy that hadn’t been there yesterday. Few men’s fortunes had ever improved as quickly as his.

“What is it?” Rilas asked.

“I wished to inform you that I have moved the prisoners to the dungeons in Oro Sarn. I have also reviewed the list of current prisoners held by House Windsong.”

Rilas shifted his weight impatiently. “And you felt the need to bring this to my attention now? Why?”

“I apologize if I interrupted your mediation, my lord, but I thought it was worth bringing one of the captives to your attention,” Oroneth said. “She is a Godsworn cultist.”

Rilas lifted his head in surprise. Members of the Sarodihm Kalefarr were typically strung up the moment they were discovered. Despite millennia of failures, the cultists continued their futile attempts to liberate the Old Gods from their eternal prison within the Pale. With the exception of the Vaz Gorati, no one in the Empire was more zealously committed to their cause.

Most of his kin would have been offended by the comparison, but the Godsworn and the Vaz Gorati were different sides of the same drakada to him. They both worshiped silent and feckless gods, and they were both plagues upon the Empire. The only real difference was that most people had yet to realize the blood witches were also their enemies. It was one of many misconceptions he intended to correct.

“Do you know why Haberian was keeping her?” Rilas asked.

“Yes, my lord,” Oroneth said. “Lord Haberian intended to execute her as part of the celebration when his son was victorious in the Tasting.”

Rilas snorted. “And here I never realized he was a sentimental old man. Have her brought up to the roost on the northern tower instead. There’s no reason to fly on an empty stomach.”

Oroneth hesitated for a moment. “I thought that my lord might wish to speak with her.”

“Why? Are you in the habit of having a conversation with your dinner?”

“She claims that the ‘Infinite God’ told her that you were coming, and that she wishes to offer her services to the ‘soul-bearer who will reshape the world.’”

Soul-bearer. The phrase seemed to awaken something at the edge of Rilas’s mind. She must have been referring to the strange spark he had absorbed while in the Pale. Calling it a ‘soul’ seemed unduly dramatic. But then again, it had granted him power beyond anything he had ever conceived, most of which had come in the form of knowledge, almost as if he had absorbed someone else’s memories. What was a life other than memories? What were memories other than a soul?

“My lord?” Oroneth asked.

Rilas realized that he must have been silent for a while. The wind had changed direction, and his steward looked concerned.

“I will go and speak with this prisoner myself,” he said. “Dinner is always more satisfying when you have to work for it.”
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The Oro Sarn dungeons were older than most of the city’s walls. As Rilas understood it, the base of the original watchtower had been turned into a prison while the fortress had been built around it later. The sheer age of the masonry made the atmosphere even more oppressive; it seemed as if the slightest tremor could cause the entire mountain to collapse and bury everyone in their cells.

The sensation made Rilas want to change from his Wyrmidon form into his true Avetharri form, if only because it would make his footsteps so much lighter. But considering how easily he could shift through the Pale, he didn’t need to worry very much if the walls actually did start crashing down. The prospect of spending more time in his spindly, feeble body was also increasingly anathema to him. He was a mighty dragon, not a disfigured elf. The world needed to understand that.

“My lord? My lord, is that you?”

The voice calling out for him was a feeble rasp similar to his own when he was in elven form. The cells were poorly lit; the glowstones that had once rested in the wall sconces had probably been removed and salvaged for their precious vatari. The few oil lanterns which had taken their place barely seemed to cast any light at all.

But thanks to his enhanced draconic vision, he could still make out the sickly, waifish cultist pressed against the bars of one of the cells. She was quite ugly, and not just because she’d been wasting away down here for some time. Her wide face and crooked nose made her seem human, though the tips of her pointed ears suggested otherwise. Her thin fingers were shaking, and her long red hair was pressed tightly against her face.

Rilas had to imagine that only a handful of women had ever been kept down here, for obvious reasons, but Godsworn cultists weren’t afforded the meager dignities of other prisoners. Neither the warden nor any of the guards were likely to lose any sleep if a heretic were raped and beaten to death.

But then again, this woman was Avetharri and therefore didn’t fit the usual profile of a cultist. In general, the Sarodihm recruited faeyn and dustborn to fight back against their highborn “oppressors.” If this woman had joined their pathetic crusade, it assuredly meant she was a lowly nugûl ill-fit for work or breeding. In the Empire, few fates were more humiliating from an Avetharri than being born without the ability to channel the Aether.

“I’m here,” Rilas said, stopping in front of the bars. The small square cell looked as barren and uninteresting as all the others. “Just as your god told you I would be, apparently.”

The woman slid down the bars and dropped to her knees. “Lord Bastrel, it is a great honor to kneel before the Soul-Bearer.”

Rilas didn’t quite snort, but he did glare down at her with contempt. “I don’t often meet with prophets, but I’m quite familiar with liars. You’ll forgive me for doubting the word of a Godsworn.”

“I do not aim to deceive you, my lord. The Infinite God whispers to me through the Aether. He warned me of your coming.”

“The Infinite God,” he replied, his rumbling dragon voice echoing off the walls of the empty prison. “Quite a title, I have to admit. Perhaps I’ll steal that for my own heraldry.”

“Abalor is the master of the arcane and the steward of time itself. His eyes pierce the Pale to see the past and write the future.”

Rilas was no great student of the Old Gods, but he knew that Abalor had been worshiped as a god of death, magic, and time before his imprisonment by the Dragon Goddess Lahara and her consort Solterys. Some Archivists claimed that Abalor had poisoned the Aether before his banishment, and that the Flensing and the Chol were his revenge upon the treacherous elves who had betrayed him. It was why the energies of the Pale remained pure and uncorrupted—they were magic incarnate, untainted by a fallen god’s wrath.

If the tale was true, it lent some credence to the idea that Abalor might have been able to communicate with his followers through the flows of magic themselves. But only sorcerers could touch the Aether, and it was rare for any Godsworn to wield actual magic. They begged the Old Gods for power precisely because they didn’t have any themselves.

“Abalor is dead and forgotten,” Rilas told her. “The only god you should be worried about is me, because I’m hungry and impatient.”

“But you carry a spark of His power within you, my lord,” the woman said, raising her head. Rilas has the distinct and extremely disconcerting impression that something besides her was looking at him from behind her blind, milky white eyes.

“What are you babbling about?” he growled impatiently.

“The fragment you discovered within the Pale. It beckoned you. It called to you. You were unsure at first; you feared you were being deceived by a demon. But you were desperate for aid, desperate for the power to seek revenge.”

Rilas placed a white claw upon the bars of the cell. “How do you know about that?”

“The Infinite God heard your pleas, my lord,” she said. “Now he has given you the strength you need to command your swarm…the power of a god, channeled through a broken soul.”

“That’s what you believe? That my power comes from your god?”

“It is Abalor’s will that you triumph, my lord. He will send others to aid you soon. You will recognize the courtiers from the darkness who wish to step into the light.”

Rilas glared down at the woman. The sound of her raspy voice was irritating, and the vagary of her words made him want to claw her blind eyes out of her head. But somehow, she knew about the spark of energy he’d absorbed. It seemed impossible—no one else had been there with him in the Pale that day. He had been alone and weak, the last broken scion of a dying house. He had barely been able to control his dragon blood, let alone channel the power of the Pale. But the spark…the spark had changed everything.

This insane cultist seemed to believe that the spark was a fragment of her fallen god. The very idea sounded ludicrous, but he couldn’t deny that it made some sense. The Pale was the eternal prison of the Old Gods, and all the legends spoke of them being defeated and shattered by the first dragons…

“Allow me to prove myself to you, my lord,” the cultist pleaded. “Allow me to share more of the Infinite God’s wisdom.”

“Then speak,” Rilas said, extending his claws. “And pray to your god that you are interesting enough to hold my attention.”


7
The Spider’s Parlor


I hadn’t expected our mission in Ust Perya to be easy. On the contrary, I had descended into the dark assuming it would be challenging, frustrating, and dangerous as hell.

But I definitely hadn’t thought that I’d get spun up in a bundle of unbreakable spider webs before I’d even had a chance to meet the Matron Mother. Arindur had always said that I was too optimistic for my own good…

“What are you doing?” Liawen shrieked, looking small and desperate and helpless all by herself while surrounded by drow. “Lord Farric has come to negotiate! When the Dragon Princess hears of this, she’ll—”

“She will do what, darthiir?” Sulestra asked. “Write an angry missive? Send her army of rivvin into the dark where they will be utterly helpless? Beg the other Great Houses who have already turned against her for help?”

She laughed. “Only a fool would part with her only bargaining chip. And House Valostri was drained of its wisdom a long time ago.”

“Release him!” Nirivi shouted, frost gathering at her fingertips as she channeled the Aether. “He is here under a banner of truce! I promised him—”

“The spider promises nothing to the fly!” Sulestra spat. “Don’t be a fool, sister. You’ve brought us a wonderful new pet. Tell mother that you lured him here, and perhaps she won’t banish you again.”

I snarled in rage and frustration as I struggled against my gossamer bindings. They didn’t seem like they should be strong enough to contain a Wyrmidon, but there were so damn many of them. I sucked in a deep breath and released a puff of flame to try and burn away a patch of the webs, and while the flames did consume some of the silken strands, more curled down from the stalactites to take their place.

“Have you completely lost your mind?” Nirivi asked. Dagger-like icicles had begun forming in the air around her arms, and the driders and shadow knights looked increasingly nervous she might attack. “He is a dragon!”

“He is a pathetic rivvil jaluk who can grow a few scales,” Sulestra said. “We will take what we need from his blood and seed, then offer his empty husk as a sacrifice to the Spider Queen. It’s more than he…deserves…gi vith!”

Sulestra’s eyes shot wide when a pair of golden wings sprouted from my back, but I was far too angry to take any pleasure in the wave of fear that cascaded over all the gathered drow. My dragon blood boiled inside me, and the webs which seemed unbreakable a moment earlier began snapping around my ever-growing scales. Lia smiled, and she took Nirivi’s arm and pulled her back so the two of them didn’t get crushed beneath me.

They got out of the way right in time. The last of the webs snapped as my weight became too much for them to bear. I landed on the street as a full golden wyrm, and when I reared back my head and sucked in a deep gulp of air, most of the rank-and-file drow soldiers scattered. Sulestra and her elite guards just gasped and looked up at me, too terrified to even flee…

“Magnificent!” a new female voice said, its tone both darker and richer than the others. “So it isn’t a deception after all. Zelioth be praised.”

I snorted, and two puffs of flame erupted from my nostrils. My rage boiled hotter now that I’d transformed, and it took a tremendous amount of willpower not to incinerate Sulestra and her minions where they stood. But somehow, I managed to keep the flames roiling in my gut while I searched for the new player in the game.

A large figure came crawling out of a dark alleyway to our right, and it took my rage-addled mind a few heartbeats to realize the speaker was another of the huge spiders I had seen elsewhere in the district. This one was black and furry, and when its mandibles moved, it somehow produced a drow voice.

“Please forgive my daughter’s impertinence, Lord Farric,” the spider said. “As you’ve undoubtedly been told, my people value strength and scorn weakness. Demonstrating your power has also incontrovertibly demonstrated your worth.”

I growled deep in my throat, and the noise caused both driders to scamper backward a few steps. The spider shot them both a caustic glare, and I had the distinct feeling that everyone here was going to feel the sting of the lash tonight. Or perhaps they would simply get pushed off that bridge into the gaping void…

“Matron Mother,” Sulestra said, dropping to a knee. The moment she did so, all the remaining drow did the same. “I apologize for this disruption. I didn’t wish to waste your time with—”

“Enough!” the huge spider said, continuing forward until it was standing right next to me. All eight of its beady red eyes were glowing like tiny embers. “Your insolence will be dealt with later. For now, I am eager to discuss business with the dragon envoy of the honorable House Valostri. That is, assuming he is still willing?”

A part of me wanted to answer her question by incinerating everyone on the street and then swallowing the huge spider whole. But then I looked down at Nirivi, and I saw both the relief and quiet desperation on her face. This hasn’t been a trick on her part—she had sincerely believed she could get me an audience with her mother, and she was visibly appalled at what had happened. At worst, she was a fool like her sister thought…but at least she was an earnest one.

“I came here to renew the relationship between Valostri and Ulyr,” I said, my voice thundering across the district. “That goal has not changed.”

“Excellent,” the spider said. It turned its eyes on Sulestra and the other drow, then began barking out what sounded like a series of orders—orders that the First Daughter was clearly annoyed with. But Sulestra just as clearly wasn’t willing to disobey her mother, so she simply nodded, yelled at the shadow knights and the driders, and set off for the temple behind us. On the way, she glanced back over her shoulder and cast a wicked scowl at her sister.

“Please, accompany us to my parlor, Lord Farric,” the spider said. “It has been many years since Ust Perya has had the honor of hosting a mighty Wyrm Lord, but I believe that you and your honored concubine will find our accommodations satisfactory.”
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Maybe I should just burn the city to the ground and carry the whole library back to Tir Bereth.

The not-quite-serious thought kept running through my head the entire time I followed the drow escort to the Temple of Zelioth. My rage had cooled from a boil to a simmer, but it still took a surprising amount of self-control not to step on any of the drow soldiers out of spite. Vinarys had described dragons as creatures of power and domination, and the more time I spent in my golden wyrm form, the more apparent it became that the transformation altered my mind as well as my body. My emotions were sharper and more intense, and I seemed to have far less patience. It was a disturbing realization.

But I was still me, and I told myself to give the drow one more chance before showing them the folly of crossing a dragon. The main reason for that mercy was still Nirivi. The drow sorceress had a short, whispered conversation with Liawen while we walked, and while I couldn’t make out what they were saying, my concubine gave me a look that suggested Nirivi had said the right things. Whatever that meant.

Sulestra and her warriors remained ahead of us as we walked, though the giant tarantula which had been speaking with the Matron Mother’s voice did not. Distantly, I wondered if she could assume control of any spider in the city. Given how many of them we’d passed, it was a harrowing thought.

I stayed in my full golden wyrm form until the very moment we reached the temple, at which point I finally reverted to being a Wyrmidon. Lia handed me my belt and scabbard, both of which had fallen to the ground when I’d broken out of the webs, and I tried to look as annoyed as possible as I reattached them to my waist. It wasn’t difficult, since it was a completely accurate representation of how I was feeling.

But when we actually entered the ziggurat, the last of my anger drained away, and a tide of sheer awe rushed in to take its place. In some ways, the interior was a mirrored opposite of the palace in Tir Bereth. Instead of blue heraldry and cerulean crystal floors, everything here was cast in shades of violet and black. The House Ulyr crest was prominently displayed on several banners, though the engravings on the shiny obsidian floors were dedicated purely to Zelioth. I could feel Aetheric energy radiating from every arachnid symbol and statue in sight, as if they were all touched by the dark power of the Spider Queen herself.

The layout of the temple was unlike any building I’d ever been in, though it wasn’t as if I often frequented unholy ziggurats. There appeared to be dozens if not hundreds of rooms within, but I wasn’t given the chance to see into any of them. The black doors were all closed, and our entourage quickly escorted to our destination.

As with everywhere else I’d been in Ust Perya so far, I had absolutely no idea what to expect from the Matron Mother’s parlor. Would it be like a prayer room in a chapel filled with statues of Zelioth and other moderately disturbing idols? Would it be more like a private lounge in a decadent brothel with whips and floggers and shackles on the walls? Maybe it would just be a regular dungeon with all of the former but none of the fun implications?

The answer turned out to be none of the above. When I headed inside, I was taken aback not by how strange and unique the parlor was, but by how normal. The modest room featured several comfortable-looking chairs and couches, a finely crafted nightstand for tea, and elegant but standard decorations that, aside from the fact they represented spiders instead of dragons, wouldn’t have been out of place in any noble estate in Lostrien.

The Matron Mother was there waiting for us, confirming that she was in fact a drow and not a giant spider herself. Like her daughters, she was clad in adamantine armor, though hers was a low-cut breastplate that hugged the curves of her body as tightly as hardened leather. A black skirt flared beneath the metal faulds, while her legs were encased in thigh-high boots with five-inch heels. Her gauntlets ended in long, deadly-looking claws, and she wore a crown-like circlet in her white hair.

While she didn’t seem to be carrying a weapon, even a whip, though I couldn’t imagine why she would need one. A whirlwind of Aetheric energy surrounded her, as if she were the eye of a magical storm, and it wasn’t emanating from any ongoing enchantment or any of her belongings. Just her, the ruler of Ust Perya.

“Lord Farric,” she said, upturning her palm in a polite gesture but neither bowing her head nor standing. “Once again, I offer my apologies for our crude introduction.”

“Allow me to introduce Daerulis Ulyr,” Nirivi said, taking a knee along with her sister and the lone shadow knight who had followed her inside. “High Priestess of Zelioth and Matron Mother of House Ulyr.”

I nodded, but I specifically didn’t bow or kneel. When Lia started to, I took her arm and held her upright next to me. Kyriel had instructed me to hold my ground, and after what had happened outside, I was in no mood to indulge our hosts any more than was absolutely necessary.

“Sovereign Alessara sends her regards,” I said. “As does Dragon Princess Kyriel.”

“It pleases me to hear that they are well,” Matron Mother Daerulis said, the sly smile on her lips suggesting she might have known that Alessara was not, in fact, well. “Unlike so many Imperial Great Houses ruled by foolish males, our sisters in House Valostri have always been worthy of respect.”

She casually crossed her legs and leaned into her high-backed, throne-like black chair. I couldn’t help but notice that she didn’t look any older than her daughters; I couldn’t spot a single wrinkle on her gray skin.

“Please, have a seat,” she implored me. “We have a great deal to discuss.”

I debated whether or not to listen to her, but I ultimately decided that spite wasn’t a good enough reason to stay standing. The divan was soft and comfortable, and while it was easily large enough for Lia to sit next to me, she instead sank to her knees beside me, just as she always did when we were on the surface.

Sulestra moved to stand behind her mother’s right shoulder where she could freely scowl at me. Nirivi, for her part, moved to fetch us drinks from the nightstand. She chose a blood-red bottle and poured two glasses, but she didn’t chill the liquid with her magic. The fact that the wine was warm when she handed it to me made it feel even more like blood, though it smelled sweet rather than ferric.

“Honglath saetha,” Daerulis said, lifting her glass. “A surface wine from Narthil, aged to perfection.”

I wouldn’t have dared take a sip if I hadn’t watched Nirivi pour it for me. Even then, I was suspicious enough that I only took a sip after the Matron Mother had done the same. It was a slightly awkward process drinking with a dragon’s head instead of my own, but I’d figured it out well enough not to spill the wine all over my scales. It tasted rich and smooth, and I told myself that people who had been willing to accost me on the street probably wouldn’t bother trying to poison me afterward. At least, not until they heard what I had to say.

Rather than move to stand behind her mother, Nirivi positioned herself next to me. She remained standing, and I could feel the sisters glaring at each other without looking.

“We have heard rumors of recent battles on the surface,” Daerulis said coolly, as if oblivious to the tension. “It would seem that the Tirzak have been quite active of late.”

“They have, yes,” I replied, taking a deep breath and mentally preparing myself for a real conversation after a lot of unnecessary foreplay. “Though they haven’t come anywhere near Ust Perya. I’m surprised you track their movements.”

The Matron Mother took another sip of her drink. “Nothing of consequence transpires within the Great Dark without attracting our attention. The mantis warriors have been amassing their forces for nearly two decades now. The destruction of House Bastrel and its many vassals granted them access to land and resources they lacked in the past.”

“I can’t imagine that your people have any more sympathy for the Tirzak than the Empire does. You aren’t concerned about them threatening your city?”

“The clutch mothers have never been foolish enough to attack us directly. And besides, the Tirzak are not native to the Dark. They only learned to travel within and below the mountains in order to avoid the wrath of the Wyrm Lords.”

“Right,” I said, hearing the unspoken truth behind her words. “In other words, the Tirzak are an Imperial problem, not a drow one. And whatever weakens the Avethian Empire strengthens you.”

An amused smile lifted the corners of her purple lips. “You are a clever one, aren’t you?”

“For a rivvil jaluk, you mean.”

Daerulis laughed. The sound was precisely as unsettling as I’d feared.

“You’ll have to forgive our surprise,” she said, taking a sip of wine. “We are not accustomed to dealing with intelligent males.”

I glanced over my shoulder to the shadow knight standing guard by the door—Captain Jhael, if I recalled correctly. It was too bad that he was wearing a closed helmet, because I wished I could see his face to study his reaction.

“From what I’ve gathered so far, you don’t seem to let them talk much,” I said. “Who knows? Maybe they’re more clever than you think.”

“Ushdui,” Sulestra practically spat. “Males are useful only for breeding and entertainment. There is no reason to let them—”

She cut herself off when her mother lifted a gauntlet. “You will speak when I ask for your opinion, not before.”

Sulestra’s jaw clenched. She opened her mouth to protest, but she apparently thought better of it before any words came out.

“Our people learned the folly of allowing males to lead us long ago,” Daerulis said. “Most of the Empire is ruled by men. One of many reasons it is doomed to fall.”

“The Vaz Gorati Sisterhood is the most powerful organization in Varellon,” Nirivi pointed out from behind my shoulder. “They are as responsible for the Empire’s decline as any male.”

The parlor went quiet again, and the Matron Mother’s eyes narrowed dangerously. For reasons I couldn’t entirely explain, I was tempted to stand up and shuffle protectively in front of Nirivi.

“Nelgetha qualla,” Nirivi added quickly. “Ol orn naut sha’nalt sohna.”

Even if she hadn’t bowed her head, I knew an apology when I heard one.

“Lostrien is a rare exception to the male domination in the Empire,” the Matron Mother continued as if she hadn’t been interrupted. “It is one of the reasons we were willing to cooperate with them in the past. Despite our differences, the Valostri matriarchs demonstrated great wisdom…at least until recently.”

“You mean until Sovereign Alessara freed the dustborn,” I reasoned.

Daerulis smiled again. “Yes. It was a peculiar decision. Many in the Dark wondered if she was preparing to declare her own independence from the Empire. Others thought she had simply gone mad.”

She let the words hang in the air before setting down her glass and flicking her wrist. “But I doubt you were sent here to discuss the past. I imagine your true desire is to seek our aid against the Tirzak.”

“While I’ve no doubt that House Ulyr would make worthy allies, I didn’t come here in search of soldiers,” I said. “What I was really hoping for was a simple exchange of information.”

“Terini,” she replied. “Go on.”

I leaned up in my seat, suddenly wishing I’d had another few days to work on my diplomatic skills with Kyriel. Or maybe a whole week, considering how much time we spent fucking instead of learning. Unless the Matron Mother wanted to pit me against monsters in an arena, this entire mission was well beyond my area of expertise.

“You’ve heard rumors about the Tirzak, but you may not be aware that they are being led by an outside force,” I said. “Specifically, a white dragon.”

Thus far, Daerulis had only reacted in very specific, very precise ways that didn’t give me any special insight into her thoughts. She only showed me exactly what she wanted me to see.

But all that changed at the mention of another dragon. Both of her white eyebrows lifted, and the foot that had been casually swaying locked in place.

“A white wyrm?” she asked. “Leading the Tirzak?”

“Yes,” I confirmed.

She shared a look with Sulestra, and then both turned to Nirivi. The Second Daughter gave them an affirming nod.

“The only white-scaled bloodline in this part of the Empire was extinguished twenty years ago,” Daerulis said. “Unless…”

“His name is Rilas Bastrel,” I said, answering her unspoken question, “the last surviving scion of his house. From what we’ve gathered, his mother was pregnant when his father died, and she fled into the mountains to give birth in secret.”

Daerulis whispered several words I didn’t understand. Her posture gradually relaxed as she regained her poise, but I could still tell that this revelation had genuinely caught her by surprise. It made sense—even if Nirivi or someone else in Tir Bereth had been feeding her information, we hadn’t gone out of our way to announce that Lumos Bastrel’s son had returned for revenge.

“There’s more,” I added. “Rilas isn’t merely leading the Tirzak—he has discovered a way to grant his followers the ability to channel the Aether.”

“What?” Sulestra blurted out. The First Daughter didn’t seem to have anywhere near the same control over her emotions or body language. “How is that possible?”

“We aren’t sure yet, but we were hoping that you might know. With the exception of the occasional Godsworn cultists, the drow are the only ones capable of channeling the power of the Old Gods.”

Sulestra’s face twisted as if she were about to spit. “We have no interest in the dead gods of long forgotten peoples. We serve the Spider Queen, and she is very much alive.”

“I’m sure Lord Farric intended no offense,” Nirivi said. “What he means is that Zelioth is capable of granting us her boons despite the barrier of the Pale, and Rilas Bastrel has demonstrated a similar ability with the Tirzak.”

The First Daughter’s eyes narrowed. “You dare compare the powers of one meager dragon to those of the Spider Queen? Mother should have you flayed for such an insult!”

“Venorsh!” the Matron Mother snapped. “I told you not to speak unless I asked for your opinion.”

Sulestra glanced between her mother and sister. “But you heard what she—”

“Takata,” Daerulis snarled. “Nin.”

For several long, awkward heartbeats, I wondered if Sulestra might actually draw her spiked mace. But apparently she was just a regular bitch, not a suicidal bitch, so she simply nodded and bowed her head instead.

“Siyo, Ilharess,” she whispered, then turned and strode out of the parlor. The murderous glare she threw at her sister on the way sent a chill down my spine.

“My apologies again, Lord Farric,” Daerulis said. “My daughter will be severely disciplined for her impertinence…but in the meantime, let us endeavor to continue.”

“Sure,” I replied, feeling amused and wary at the same time. Sulestra didn’t strike me as the type of woman who accepted defeat easily.

“Our faith in Zelioth is strong,” the Matron Mother said, her voice cool again. “It allows her power to reach us even through the walls of the Pale.”

“Impressive. There are many Godsworn cults who wish they could say the same with their patrons.”

“Zelioth is neither dead nor weak, merely imprisoned beyond our reach. But it is one thing for a mortal to receive the power of the gods, and another for them to provide it themselves. You are certain that the Bastrel scion possesses such a gift?”

“Yes. We don’t know precisely how many followers he has empowered, but it seems to be quite a few. In a quick skirmish, one might mistake their spells for sorcery, but we’ve witnessed them using channeling techniques that have only ever been used by disciples of the gods—powers like resurrecting the recently deceased.”

Daerulis leaned back, the claws of her gauntlets idly tapping the armrest of her chair as she considered my words. In the silence, I realized that such powers likely weren’t foreign to her at all, not if she could really channel the power of the Spider Queen as the drow claimed…

“That is disturbing,” she said. “Even the most powerful sorcerers cannot share their gift with others. Only the gods possess such power.”

“Unless he has made contact with a Yahvrin,” Nirivi said.

She and her mother shared a long look before Daerulis finally nodded. “Yes, that may be the only explanation.”

“Yahvrin?” I asked, shaking my head.

“A spark of divine power left behind when the dragons defeated and imprisoned what you call the Old Gods,” Nirivi said. “The Sarodihm call these sparks Godsouls.”

“You’re saying that Rilas Bastrel has absorbed the soul of an actual god?”

“A fragment of one,” Daerulis corrected. “But even an echo of power from a god is a force beyond mortal reckoning. Your blood witches suppress all knowledge of the Yahvrin, just as they do with any other secrets that might threaten their station. But the truth is that these fragments have been discovered many times throughout the ages…though none in recent memory.”

A dark, haunting chill rippled down the length of my spine. Was such a thing possible? Was Rilas some kind of nascent dragon god? It seemed ludicrous…but it would explain his ability to control the Tirzak, not to mention his power in general. He was Kyriel’s age, twenty at best, yet he seemed to be as powerful as an Elder Dragon.

“The Tirzak do seem to treat him as a god,” I said after a moment. “And he appears to have an even greater mastery of shadow magic than his late father. That’s actually one of the reasons we came here. The Empire forbids the use of shadow magic, so we don’t know much about it.”

“And you were hoping that we could help you defend yourselves against it,” the Matron Mother reasoned.

“If possible, yes. But there’s something more specific we wanted your help with. You may not have been in contact with House Valostri for some time, but I’m sure that you are familiar with Sovereign Alessara’s affliction.”

Daerulis didn’t smile with her lips, but I could see the amusement in her eyes nonetheless. “We have heard many rumors over the years. Some claim that the Dragon Sovereign was greatly weakened during her battle with Lumos Bastrel. Others say that this weakness was passed on to her daughter, the ‘Poisoned Princess.’ As I understand it, she has never publicly transformed into a dragon.”

I had gone over all of this with Kyriel, including what I should and shouldn’t reveal about the curse and its effects upon her and her mother. While news of the Sovereign’s weakness was quickly spreading through Tir Bereth, I planned to assume that it hadn’t reached Ust Perya just yet until proven otherwise.

“Bastrel’s curse has diminished Her Highness’s abilities, it’s true,” I admitted. “She seeks a cure for her affliction, if such a thing is possible.”

“Curious,” Daerulis murmured. “And unfortunate. The moment we learned about the curse, I assumed that Alessara would seek our counsel. But she never sent an envoy, not in twenty long years.”

I gave her the best no-nonsense smile I could muster with a draconic head. “Well, as you said, I’m here to discuss the present, not the past. Any help you could provide now would be greatly appreciated.”

“There must be some way to break the curse,” Nirivi said. “A potion or a ritual or some other technique.”

“Perhaps,” the Matron Mother mused, giving her daughter a look I couldn’t interpret. “But such afflictions are typically bound to the blood of the curseweaver. This white wyrm may be the only one capable of removing it.”

She paused for a heartbeat, then flicked her wrist. “Still, I am certainly willing to consult with our sages before dismissing your hopes altogether. House Ulyr would be happy to aid the Dragon Sovereign in this matter.”

“We would appreciate any help you can provide,” I said earnestly, though I couldn’t help but wonder what she planned to ask for in return.

“Your mistresses might not be aware of this, but I knew Lumos Bastrel,” Daerulis said. “As a matter of fact, he was the last Wyrm Lord to set foot in Ust Perya before you.”

I blinked in surprise, and I saw Lia’s brow crease. “Wait,” I managed, shaking my head. “Lumos Bastrel came into the Underworld?”

“Yes, a few years before his rebellion on the surface. He also entered the Great Dark in search of knowledge. He also sought to enlist our aid against the Dragon Sovereign.”

“He tried to get you to join him?”

“Tried…and failed.” Daerulis shrugged. “Just because we do not have an alliance with House Valostri doesn’t mean we intend to march on Tir Bereth, especially on behalf of an arrogant male with delusions of grandeur.”

“Mm,” I murmured. “Given his reputation, I’m surprised he didn’t level your city after you rejected him.”

Daerulis chuckled in amusement. “One dragon is no match for the defenders of Ust Perya. Lord Bastrel knew that he had no choice but to accept our decision and seek out other, lesser allies instead.”

I nodded, unconvinced. It wasn’t that I disagreed with her premise—a single dragon likely couldn’t destroy an entire city on his own, at least not one protected by powerful sorcerers and disciples of Zelioth. But Lumos Bastrel didn’t seem like the type to take “no” for an answer any more than the Matron Mother.

“In any event, I will consult with our sages on this matter,” Daerulis went on. “But you mentioned there was something else you wished our help with.”

“Yes,” I affirmed. “While fighting the Bastrel scion, we discovered a relic we’ve been unable to identify. We don’t know much about it other than the fact that it was able to harm him despite his immense powers.”

Daerulis’s fingers stopped tapping her armrest. “A weapon?”

“Not precisely. It’s an amulet. The gemstone embedded within it is capable of absorbing energy from the Pale, and apparently it’s also capable of redirecting that energy. We were able to use it to drive Bastrel away, if only temporarily.”

I glanced at Lia, then turned back to the Matron Mother and continued. “The amulet has an engraving on the back—a symbol of the Old God Shalassa.”

“And that is why your artificers can’t tell you more about it,” Daerulis reasoned. “The Vaz Gorati do not allow them to research anything related to ancient religions.”

“Exactly. But as we’ve discussed, your people freely gather knowledge on all types of magic.”

“Indeed we do. Did you bring this relic with you?”

“Unfortunately, that wasn’t possible,” I said. “But we brought a facsimile that should allow your sages to identify it.”

I gestured to Lia. She retrieved the crystal from her belt, then offered it to Nirivi. The drow sorceress activated the device with a surge of Aetheric energy from her fingertips, and the crystal projected an illusory version of the amulet for all to see.

“Terini,” the Matron Mother mused, her ruby eyes studying the image. She said something else in the drow tongue to Nirivi, who responded in kind.

“You recognize it?” I asked.

“Not at a glance, though I have seen similar relics before,” Daerulis said. “Our sages will be able to identify it as well.”

“We would greatly appreciate any information you can provide.”

The Matron Mother continued eyeing the image for another few moments before she shifted her gaze to Nirivi. “You demonstrated great wisdom in bringing the dragon here, ussta dalharil. Did you also work out an agreement for payment?”

From the tone of her voice, I got the sense that her question was as much of a threat as a real inquiry. The Matron Mother clearly didn’t want anyone, even her daughters, to make any promises without her direct input.

“No,” Nirivi said. “My only hope was that a small exchange of information and favors could help renew the relationship between our houses.”

“Of course. Then I will consult our sages about this relic as well as the shadow curse. And in return…” Daerulis trailed off, then smiled again. It was just as chilling as before. “Well, we can discuss proper payment later. The sages will need some time to conduct their research.”

“I understand,” I said with a nod. “While I don’t wish to sound ungrateful, I should warn you that I intend to return to the surface as soon as possible.”

“Yes, Tir Bereth needs its Wyrm Lord, now more than ever.” Her red eyes glimmered. “I will order the sages to work as quickly as possible. But in the meantime, Lord Farric, you will be treated as my personal guest for the night. You will be provided with the finest food, entertainment, and accommodations that Ust Perya has to offer.”

I forced my own smile. From the very moment I’d decided to enter the Underworld, I had assumed I would need to spend at least one night down here to get the answers we needed. And despite how bad the situation had seemed earlier, things had turned around quickly—the Matron Mother seemed as if she was genuinely going to help us. Against all odds, this desperate gambit might actually pay off.

Nevertheless, an uncomfortable tingle wormed its way down my spine when I considered the prospect of dining with the drow matriarch and spending an entire night inside her city. Even if the answers we sought really were here, I had a sinking suspicion that they weren’t going to get them without dodging a few knives in the process.

“Thank you,” I said instead. “I’m looking forward to it.”
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Pain and Pleasure


When Matron Mother Daerulis had insisted we spend the night, I had assumed that she was planning to offer us a room in the House Ulyr estate or perhaps the Temple of Zelioth itself. Both prospects struck me as the equivalent of being invited to sleep in a pit of vipers.

But after a short conversation between Nirivi and her mother, the drow sorceress informed us that we would have a room provided for us in the Tet Shanaal, Ust Perya’s most expensive and exclusive inn. I didn’t know why they had come to the decision, but both Lia and Nirivi seemed to think it was an excellent idea. I nodded and went along with the plan, fully intending to ask both of them about their reasoning later.

An hour after departing the ziggurat and being escorted in a long, leisurely path around the city, we arrived at our abode for the evening. The Tet Shanaal was so large I initially mistook it for a noble’s estate rather than an inn. The roughly semicircular building had its own courtyard filled with a colorful mix of luminescent flora and a smooth stone path for carriages and palanquins to drop off their guests. There was even an outdoor cafe where a wide assortment of wealthy-looking drow were enjoying food and drinks. The musky smell of whatever herbs they were burning in their hookahs filled the air.

The slaves serving the locals here were all attractive surfacers, male and female alike, rather than hulking minotaurs or monstrous fishmen. To my surprise, many of them appeared to be elves, though without any distinctive features that would identify them as Avetharri or faeyn. Most were branded with visible symbols of the noble house that owned them, and all were wearing spiked collars inscribed with crimson runes.

My stomach twisted at the sight. As usual, I couldn’t help but think about the Dustborn Decree and the great risks that Sovereign Alessara had taken by enacting it. But I also wondered if she was aware that the drow kept surface elves in bondage as well as dustborn. The Empire hadn’t enslaved its own people for many thousands of years.

I wanted to ask Nirivi for more information, but she informed us that she needed to return to her mother and make her own preparations for dinner. Quietly—and out of earshot of the other guards—she also informed us that the Tet Shanaal was neutral ground, and therefore one of the safest places in Ust Perya. I didn’t understand the politics involved between the various interests in the city, and I was reasonably sure I didn’t want to. But I trusted our guide more than anyone else here, and that sentiment had only grown stronger since our encounter with her mother and sister. I definitely wasn’t willing to call her an ally yet, but I was reasonably confident that she didn’t want us dead. That alone was worth a great deal in a place like this.

After receiving a long and intense set of instructions from the Second Daughter, the well-dressed male drow attendant at the Tet Shanaal escorted Lia and I to our room. The interior was as dark as everything in Ust Perya, but the ambiance and decor were designed to be soothing rather than intimidating. Our attendant informed me all about the available services, from bathing to food to the cabaret with hourly performances by the most skilled vocalists and dancers in Ust Perya.

I was also asked if I would require the services of any “Srigtuul Rothen,” which Lia informed me meant something along the lines of “pleasure slaves.” I declined the offer with a growl, and the attendant wisely let the issue drop.

The actual suite we were provided was only slightly smaller than my chambers in the Tir Bereth palace. It offered all the same luxuries as well, up to and including a heated magical bath. The biggest difference was the style of the decor: there was more steel than wood, more spikes than smooth edges, more shades of violet than blue. And of course, there were also the many helpful “tools of pleasure” stored both inside and nearby the bed, just in case the inhabitants were stricken with the urge to bind and whip the other into submission. It probably happened a lot in a place like this.

Despite the gloomy backdrop, however, I reminded myself that the situation could have been much, much worse. With the major exception of the “we’re going to try to web a dragon” incident outside the temple, the Matron Mother had been an amicable enough host, and it seemed as if we would be able to acquire some of the information we’d come down here to find. All things considered, we were on the path to success.

Assuming we survived dinner, that is.

“I thought that the whole point of a glamour stone was that dragons didn’t have to worry about dressing up,” I commented as Lia spread out the clothing which had been delivered to our room less than an hour after our arrival.

“You don’t have proper evening wear copied in the stone,” Lia reminded me. “Dinner with the lady of a Great House requires suitable attire.”

I grunted and inspected the clothing more closely. The frilly white shirt looked uncomfortable as hell, though it appeared fitted for my human body rather than my Wyrmidon one. I had no idea how they’d gotten my measurements so quickly, but perhaps their tailors simply had a keen eye. If their skills and magical equipment were anything like their counterparts in Tir Bereth, they could hem and refit clothing with remarkable speed and accuracy.

Regardless of whether the outfit was comfortable or not, I was actually glad for the opportunity to spend the rest of the night in my natural form. While appearing at dinner as a Wyrmidon would be more intimidating, the Matron Mother no longer needed to be reminded of my power. I had also never spent so many consecutive hours as a dragon before, hybrid or otherwise, and it felt good to have normal human flesh again. I had been a man long before I’d been a dragon, and this form still felt the most like me.

As an added benefit, it was much easier to eat and drink as a human. Dinner with a draconic head would inevitably result in me getting crumbs and wine all over my fancy new tunic.

“And here I thought all doublets were the same,” I grumbled once Lia started helping me dress.

“This isn’t a doublet,” she said. “Glamour stones are convenient, but dragons commonly wear real clothing to important formal occasions.”

I let out an exaggerated sigh. “Well, at least I won’t be destroying one of our outfits if I have to shapeshift this time.”

Lia chuckled. The soft, sweet sound was worth a dozen trips into the Underworld alone.

“How are you holding up?” I asked, sliding my hands around her slender waist.

“My lord?”

“It’s been a wild day. Walking through the dark, getting attacked by monsters, getting ambushed by Nirivi’s bitch of a sister…”

“I did not expect our journey to be without complications.”

“Maybe not, but still,” I said. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

“I am alone with my dragon,” Lia said. “I could not be more content.”

I ran a finger through her long brown hair, then pulled her more tightly against me. During our bonding, she had informed me that it was inappropriate for Imperial concubines to kiss their dragons, since true intimacy was supposed to be reserved for his loyal wives. We had broken that rule several times already, but I still gave her a moment to slip away if she wanted to…

She didn’t. The instant our mouths drew close, she pressed her lips against mine. Her tongue followed without hesitation.

I wasn’t sure why, but her smooth skin felt softer and warmer than normal. Perhaps it was just a result of having spent all day down here surrounded by the consistent chill of the Endless Dark. The concept of seasons didn’t seem to exist underground; the summer sun couldn’t heat what it couldn’t illuminate.

The press of her body and passion of her kiss also had the usual effect of awakening my manhood. It didn’t take long before the tip was hard and pressing against her. Her hand slid down my side to greet the intruder, and I inhaled sharply as her fingers curled around the shaft.

“Does my lord require release before dinner?” she asked, her voice an eager, breathy whisper.

I didn’t even need to say “yes.” With the slightest nod of my chin, Lia would obediently drop to her knees and swallow me whole. If I glanced at the bed, she would have happily laid down and offered me her tight faeyn flower instead. I could have her any way I wanted any time I wanted. I could finish upon her or inside her at my leisure. And no matter my choices, Lia would be pleased to serve.

In a way, the power I had over my concubine—and the temptation I felt to indulge in it—was more dangerous than my sharp claws or fiery breath. I didn’t wish to abuse it.

“We’ll relieve each other tonight after dinner,” I said, kissing the tip of her nose.

“Are you certain?” Lia asked. “It would be unwise for you to be distracted during the negotiations.”

“I’ll manage.”

I kissed her again, and her body melted into me. The only reason I pulled back was because I knew if I didn’t, I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from carrying her to bed and fucking her for hours on end.

“I wanted you to know that I’m glad you’re here with me,” I whispered. “I couldn’t do this without you.”

Lia smiled, and her cheeks flushed. “My lord honors me too readily.”

“If anything, I don’t honor you enough. You’re the one who set all this up, and now you’re the one helping me navigate it. If you didn’t know Nirivi…”

“Zinshasa has blessed us with good fortune.”

“Well, I’ll take all the help we can get.” I smiled and feathered my fingers through her hair again. “Though I have to admit, I’m not sure what to make of everyone’s reaction to our escort. Sulestra seems to revile her sister, and she said that Nirivi was banished. Is that true? Was she sent to the surface as some kind of punishment?”

“No,” Lia said. “But Mistress Nirivi is much younger than her sister, and birth order is very important among the drow. Sisters are expected to fight each other for power and influence to determine who is most worthy to take the Matron Mother’s place. Sulestra and Nirivi are supposed to despise one another.”

“What a charming society,” I muttered.

“The scions of the Great Houses often despise each other as well. The drow are simply more open about the competition and consequences.”

Lia had a point. The various male scions in Lostrien had spent years competing for the right to have a place in Kyriel’s Tasting, including brothers in the same family. Their initial anger toward me had been fueled by the fact that I was a dustborn, but even if I hadn’t been human, the victors still would have hated me for cheating them out of an opportunity they felt like they had earned.

“Nirivi was sent to the surface as a coming-of-age assignment,” Lia went on. “Sulestra probably didn’t expect her back for some time yet, but now she returned with a dragon in her wake. If we negotiate a deal with the Matron Mother, Nirivi will receive all the credit. It will undoubtedly raise her standing among the city elite.”

“Ah,” I said, nodding. “Well, that explains her willingness to help us.”

“Somewhat, but I don’t believe that’s the only reason.”

“Why do you say that?”

Lia hesitated for a moment, then returned to fiddling with my new shirt. “We often spoke during my training. She came to the surface expecting to despise it, but…well…”

“She realized it wasn’t so bad?” I prompted.

“Yes.”

“Hmm,” I mused. “Well, whatever her motivations, it’s her sister I’m really worried about. If Nirivi stands to gain from this arrangement, then Sulestra stands to lose. She has a vested interest in sabotaging our efforts.”

“Perhaps, but it doesn’t seem as if there’s much she can do now that the Matron Mother has agreed to aid us.”

I shrugged. “There’s always the time honored tradition of trying to kill us at dinner.”

“Such a brazen maneuver would leave Sulestra badly exposed. As a rule, the drow prefer more subtle methods.”

“I thought poisoning someone was subtle.”

“Not when you expressed your hatred for them an hour earlier.”

Lia finished adjusting my collar, then retrieved a slender phial from her belt. The light blue liquid shimmered in the room’s dim light.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“A precaution in case our enemies aren’t subtle,” Lia said. “The potion offers protection from most known ingested poisons.”

“You brought that along in your pack?”

“Sister Vinarys packed a variety of Vaz Gorati potions for us. Most are meant to restore your stamina.”

I snorted. “Of course she’d pack those…”

“She included others as well, like the healing unguents we used earlier.”

I took the phial. “You’re sure this is an antitoxin and not some wild alchemical concoction to make my cock twice as large? We’re talking about Vinarys here.”

“I suppose I don’t know for certain,” Lia admitted. “If you’d rather not imbibe it, we could—”

“No, I’ll drink it,” I said, eyeing the liquid. “Either way, the effects will be interesting.”
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The potion didn’t end up enlarging my cock, which was probably a good thing since the trousers I’d been provided were uncomfortably tight. A drow escort arrived some thirty minutes after we’d gotten dressed, and several House Ulyr soldiers were waiting for us outside the Tet Shanaal. Captain Jhael, the shadow knight we’d encountered earlier, was there leading them, and a pair of giant minotaur slaves were waiting to carry the dragon and his concubine in a stylish palanquin.

I would have been happy to walk, but I didn’t feel like starting an argument. It had been a long day, and I was hoping to get this dinner over with as quickly as possible. I’d already had my fill of elite drow society.

We didn’t draw quite as much attention during our journey through the city this time, mostly because I was no longer in my Wyrmidon form. I wondered if most of the townsfolk even knew who we were or why we were here. Palanquins seemed to be the most common form of local transportation employed by the drow nobles, so even that didn’t draw all that many looks.

I tried to occupy my mind during the trip by staying alert for any signs of trouble, but one could only remain vigilant for so many hours in a day. My mind inevitably started conjuring up ways that this meal could go wrong, and by the time we arrived at the House Ulyr estate, I had half-convinced myself that the night would end with clashing blades, volleys of crossbow bolts, and me transforming into a dragon and setting the city aflame.

At the very least, I figured that the actual dinner with Matron Mother Daerulis would feature numerous depravities the likes of which I’d never seen—live slave sacrifices, dark rituals in the name of Zelioth, or just a straightforward sex party with people fucking on the furniture and Pain Maidens whipping everyone to climax.

But the most shocking part of the evening was that it was entirely mundane. We sat at a huge table along with the Matron Mother and her daughters, but no one else. For the most part, Nirivi and Sulestra stayed quiet while their mother talked, though one would have had to be blind not to notice the seething contempt in the First Daughter’s eyes. Nirivi, for her part, was cool and collected, participating in the conversation only when asked a direct question. She had exchanged her armor for a long formal dress, continuing her transformation from Pain Maiden to warrioress to noblewoman.

My discussion with the three drow women was blissfully free of any obvious scheming or intrigue; the Matron Mother spent most of the evening speaking about the history of Ust Perya and House Ulyr. In exchange, I told her more about Lumos Bastrel’s rebellion and everything that had happened in the twenty years since. It was, against all odds, a perfectly pleasant conversation.

Which made me anxious as hell. Sooner or later, the dagger had to drop.

But somehow, it didn’t. Even the food wasn’t bad. The soup they served was rich and creamy, and the balance of mushrooms and other spices was excellent, with no one flavor overpowering any of the others. And as a bonus, I didn’t keel over after swallowing it, so either I hadn’t been poisoned or Lia’s potion was working as intended.

The rest of the large meal was just as good, though I made it a point not to ask where the meat came from. Whatever the answer, I felt better not knowing.

After dinner, the Matron Mother invited us to a “Resk Malar,” which was evidently some kind of gladiatorial combat between lowborn drow males and a variety of caged beasts. I got the distinct impression that, unlike in the Parthanex and other arenas on the surface, the fights in Ust Perya were always to the death. The mostly female audience probably also tended to cheer for the monsters.

Despite the risk of appearing rude or weak, I informed Daerulis that I would prefer to retire for the evening with my concubine. She seemed more amused than annoyed, and after assuring me that she’d dispatch a courier to fetch me once the sages finished researching our questions, she summoned the same group of soldiers to ferry us back to the Tet Shanaal.

I let out a long, exhausted sigh the moment Lia and I finally returned to our room. I wished I had Kyriel’s ability to walk through the Pale so the two of us could sneak out of here and get back to Tir Bereth without anyone being the wiser. But I was reasonably confident that we could survive one night in the Underworld, and by morning the drow could hopefully provide us with the information we needed. Then we could return home and never think about this place again.

As exhausted as I felt mentally, Lia looked every bit as tired physically. The signs were subtle, but I’d come to know her well enough these past few weeks to see the change in her gait and fatigue in her posture. Earlier, I had prepared myself for dinner with the Matron Mother by imagining how good it would feel to make love to my concubine for hours on end afterward. But now that the time had come, I wondered if it might be better for both of us to simply lie down and get some sleep…

Before I had to make that choice, a soft knock sounded at the door. I braced myself as I moved to answer, expecting the worst. While I doubted that a squad of drow assassins would use the front door, anything seemed possible in this accursed city of spiders and murderers and psychotic females. Perhaps the owner of the Tet Shanaal had stopped by to try and sell me some pleasure slaves, or perhaps some lowly servant had been sent to deliver us drinks. I transformed my hand into a golden claw as I turned the handle just in case…

And gasped in surprise when I saw Nirivi standing on the other side.

“Greetings, veldruk,” she said, offering me a bow. “I apologize for the intrusion, but I wanted to see how you were settling in. I know it has been a very long day.”

“I’ve had worse,” I replied, changing my claw back into a human hand before she could see it. “Unless someone tries to kill us in our sleep, which still seems like a distinct possibility.”

“You never know.”

She flashed me a wry smile, and I turned and gestured for her to come in. I didn’t see any guards in the hall with her, and I noticed that she had changed out of the long, formal dress she’d been wearing at dinner into something closer to when I’d first met her in Zinshasa’s Embrace, including the high stiletto heels. Her arms and shoulders were bare, and one slender gray leg emerged from the long slit on the side. She glided across the room with supreme eleven grace, utterly unburdened by her painful-looking footwear.

“In all seriousness,” Nirivi said as she moved past Lia to stand near one of the silken tapestries on the wall. “You are quite safe here in the Tet Shanaal, I assure you.”

“Even from your sister?” I asked.

Nirivi smiled again. “Sulestra is many things, but she isn’t foolish enough to violate the sanctity of such a hallowed place.”

I frowned. “Is this inn also blessed by the Spider Queen? Because it doesn’t seem like a religious site to me.”

“There are other kinds of sanctity besides that which are holy, veldruk,” she said. “The Tet Shanaal is jointly owned by several different Great Houses, including House Tharanys. They have long been our staunchest allies.”

“Ah,” I said. “That’s why you said it was neutral ground.”

“Precisely. Many in Ust Perya believe that the peace between our houses is preserved by the will of Zelioth, but in truth, it is held together with a careful balance of power. My mother is the High Priestess of the Spider Queen, and she has been granted many gifts of power and insight. But make no mistake: Ulyr rules the Dark because of her political skill, not her magic. Daerulis has spent centuries building a coalition of loyal allies.”

“When you put it like that, it doesn’t sound all that different from the surface.”

“Because it is not.”

Nirivi took a deep breath, and while her eyes remained pointed at the tapestry, it was clear she wasn’t really looking at it…or much of anything else.

“The shockwaves of your arrival have only just started,” she said. “A Wyrm Lord visiting Ust Perya for the first time in decades…even though you plan to depart quickly, this is not something the other houses can simply ignore. They will be concerned about any potential deals my mother may have made with you.”

“To make sure they aren’t being left out?” I asked.

“Yes. For peace to endure, a balance of power must be maintained. I would not be surprised if the Dragon Princess begins receiving missives from the other drow houses soon.”

Nirivi sighed heavily, then turned back around and shrugged. “But that is enough politics. I didn’t come here to bore you.”

“Then why did you come here?” Lia asked. I hadn’t heard her move, but she was suddenly standing right next to me.

“First, I wanted to apologize again for what happened,” Nirivi said. “I genuinely did not expect anyone to attempt to harm you while you were under my protection.”

“It worked out in the end,” I said. Enough time had passed that I could at least pretend I wasn’t still annoyed about it. “And I didn’t even have to melt anyone.”

“True. But I still can’t believe that Sulestra was bold enough to challenge a dragon.”

“She sees Sol as a threat,” Lia said, sliding her arm through mine. “You must have suspected that she would recognize that and attempt to sabotage you somehow.”

Nirivi nodded and drew in a long, slow breath. If she had noticed Lia clinging to me, she gave no indication of it.

“I should have, you’re right,” she said. “But the truth is that living on the surface has dulled my wits. Your city is nothing like Ust Perya, and the Embrace is nothing like the Temple of Zelioth. I never once had to worry about a meal being poisoned or finding a dagger in my back.”

“You make it sound so terrible,” I replied with a grunt. “Would you have rather had the acolytes try to kill you every night just to keep you on your toes?”

“Hansauss zhah elgnhinn—complacency is death. I am drow, yet I behave like darthiir.”

I shrugged. “For what it’s worth, we prefer you this way. I wouldn’t have invited you into the room otherwise.”

It took a moment, but a smile eventually pulled at Nirivi’s lips. Some of the tension drained out of her face—tension I hadn’t even realized was there until it was gone. She moved and spoke with such poise and grace that she had never seemed burned by anything. Tonight was clearly different.

“Your actions have demonstrated great wisdom and strength,” she said. “My mother is impressed.”

“I’m pleased to hear that, though I doubt she has high standards for a mere rivvil jaluk.”

“True,” Nirivi admitted. “But you are not merely a human male—you are a dragon. And she has high standards for those indeed.”

She took a few steps closer, her crimson gaze taking me in as she moved. “You are an interesting creature, Lord Farric. And that is precisely what I am worried about.”

I raised a curious eyebrow. “I’m not sure I understand.”

“Interesting things attract attention, and attention is dangerous in a place like Ust Perya. It is good that you plan to leave tomorrow. Better to escape the web of intrigue before you are trapped within its strands.”

“You won’t get any argument from me there. I didn’t enjoy being tied up.”

The corners of her mouth twitched, then slowly curled upward again. “Perhaps you simply haven’t been bound the proper way.”

I snorted, then smiled back. After such a long day navigating the dangers of the Underworld and the complexities of drow politics, I’d almost forgotten what she was. Today, she had been a daughter of Ust Perya, but yesterday she had been the mistress of a very different domain.

“That is the other reason I came here,” Nirivi said, sauntering forward another step. “I wanted to offer you my unique services before you retire for the evening.”

At first, I assumed she was joking, but the husky tone in her voice and intense look in her red eyes suggested otherwise.

“After everything you’ve been through today,” she added before I could reply, “you deserve to experience the glorious agony of the spider’s touch.”

“Erm,” I managed, glancing down at Lia. I expected her to snap back at the other woman like she’d done at the Embrace. After all, my concubine had been acting especially possessive of me ever since we’d met her former instructor.

But this time, Lia wasn’t glaring at Nirivi. She was just looking up at me expectantly, as if she were waiting for me to agree.

“That, uh, that won’t be necessary,” I said, holding Lia’s gaze even though I was replying to the drow. “It’s been a long day. I think we could all use some sleep.”

“But you denied yourself release earlier, my lord,” my concubine said. “It would be unhealthy for you to do so again.”

I blinked in surprise. Did she actually want me to agree to this?

“‘Unhealthy’ might be a bit of an exaggeration,” I said.

“You are a dragon,” Lia said, her soft voice bordering on pleading. “It is dangerous to leave you unsatisfied.”

“Treemma lil droc’uh xuil nau sut, whol ukt kor’inth orn vaq’jal,” Nirivi said, standing close enough now that she could easily reach out and touch me. “‘Fear the dragon who has been denied release, for his rage will consume all.’”

“You just made that up, didn’t you?” I asked.

Nirivi laughed. It was a dark yet pleasant sound, and like back in the Embrace, I couldn’t decide if I should be terrified or titillated. Though with every moment that passed, I was leaning more and more toward the latter…

“Even if I did,” Nirivi said eventually, “that does not make the words any less true. Dragons are tempestuous creatures, males most of all. It is unwise to leave their desires unfulfilled.”

With her standing so close, my eyes found it impossible not to drink in the entirety of her feminine figure from her dagger-like heels to her toned legs to the low-cut black fabric cradling her breasts. Even her full red lips were enticing. Every time they formed a word, I started imagining how good they’d feel wrapped around my cock…

Get a hold of yourself, I thought. This is a terrible idea and you know it.

I did know it, in fact, and I would have dismissed her invitation if Lia had behaved like I’d expected. But my concubine was still looking at me with those brown eyes of hers, seemingly eager for me to accept. Her reaction had completely scrambled my internal compass.

“Look, I appreciate all the help you’ve given us,” I said. “And I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t tempted. You’re beautiful, but sleeping with the Matron Mother’s daughter seems like a dangerous proposition.”

“Is that what you think I’m offering, veldruk?” Nirivi asked, her white eyebrows lifting in unison. “An opportunity to bend me over and have your way with me as if I were a submissive surface female?”

My mouth suddenly felt painfully dry. “Well, you just said—”

She threw back her head and laughed. “I said that I wanted to offer you my services, not that I wished to share a bed with you. And here I thought that rivvil jaluk might be smarter than my people give them credit for.”

She laughed again, deepening my confusion until Lia slid her arms around me.

“I will relieve you, my lord,” she told me. “But Mistress Nirivi’s guidance will make the experience more pleasurable for us both.”

“How is that?” I asked.

Lia didn’t reply, she just took my hand and gently tugged me toward one of the plush purple divans in the spacious sitting area of the suite. Before I sat down, she unbuttoned the front of my tunic—something she hadn’t needed to bother with recently since I had been relying on the glamour stone so often. I enjoyed the sensation of her fingers sliding over my chest, so I didn’t mind the delay. There was also something special about watching a woman undress you. Touching a crystal and dismissing an illusion just wasn’t the same.

Nirivi kept her distance at first as she coolly took in my bare, muscle-bound chest. She probably wasn’t any more accustomed to seeing body hair than Kyriel or Vinarys, but she didn’t look repulsed by it. On the contrary, the glint in her ruby eyes suggested she couldn’t wait to see more.

Once Lia had fully removed my tunic, she gently dragged her fingertips along the outline of my ribs, then gave me a gentle nudge to encourage me to sit down. She followed almost immediately, sinking to her knees and unfastening her bandeau to give me an unobstructed view of her pert breasts. Her nipples had visibly hardened in excitement, which I had time to appreciate while she put up her brown hair to both keep it out of the way and to provide me with a convenient handhold. Not that she needed me to guide her movements; she knew exactly what she was doing.

Her fingers expertly liberated my manhood from my trousers, which promptly rose to greet her waiting mouth. But as mesmerizing as it was to watch her tongue roll across her lips and her fingers glide along my shaft, I couldn’t help but shift my gaze over at Nirivi again. The drow sorceress had crossed her arms over her chest, and she was intently focused on Lia as if evaluating the concubine’s every move.

“Onhir ukta,” Nirivi said. “Jous ukta gaer zhah nau byr.”

“Yes, mistress,” Lia replied, her fingers were already stroking my shaft, and I could feel the heat of her breath on the tip. “I will.”

Her lips parted, and she slowly took me into her mouth. I let out an unbidden moan of delight, and my hand reflexively settled on the back of her head. For an instant, I imagined we were back in Tir Bereth with Kyriel and Vinarys watching Liawen work to conjure them up a treat. Except this time, we were being watched—and seemingly evaluated—by a woman who was barely more than a stranger to me.

Lia didn’t seem to be in any hurry to make me spill. She took my length gradually, her tongue swirling over the sensitive tip while two fingers stroked the base. Her other hand had begun gently massaging my testicles as if to coax them into giving her the thickest, messiest prize possible.

Had she relieved me earlier like she’d offered, I could have enjoyed her tender ministrations for a good long while before rewarding her efforts. But instead, my cock was pent-up and ready to burst in no time, especially with two breathtaking beauties in front of me. Lia always looked lovely on her knees, and the sheer adoration in her brown eyes was nearly enough to make me explode all by itself. And when I looked over her shoulders, I could also feast on the image of Nirivi’s long, smooth gray legs and stiletto heels.

“Oh,” I moaned in warning, my pulse racing and my breaths heavy. “Here it comes…”

In response, Lia swallowed my full length and madly pumped the base of my shaft—

And then stopped. I inhaled sharply, my cock twitching in desperation for release. She had removed her lips and her fingers, and she was simply staring at my glistening stem as if waiting for it to burst on its own. But without her heat or her touch, it was trapped on the edge of the abyss, unable to finish or to relax.

“Excellent,” Nirivi said, nodding her approval. “I feared that your obvious attachment to your dragon may have caused you to forget your training.”

I looked at Lia in confusion, my breaths still heavy, expecting her to help me finish at any moment. But my concubine seemed perfectly content to watch me suffer in denial.

“I have forgotten nothing, mistress,” Lia said, though her eyes were still locked on me.

“Ves bwael,” Nirivi said. She paused for another heartbeat, then finally moved closer. Her heels clicked rhythmically on the floor as she circled around the divan to stand behind me. “Denial is the truest path to pleasure, veldruk, doubly so for a dragon who is all too accustomed to getting his way.”

I heard the fabric of her dress rustle as she crouched, and a moment later I felt her hot breath on the back of my ear. “All triumph is born from suffering. And the most intense pleasure can only be experienced through pain.”

She reached around my body and placed her gray hands on my biceps. At first I wondered if she might be about to rake me with her long nails, but then she gently pulled my arms away from my lap and toward the low sides of the divan. Meanwhile, Lia continued looking right at me, her breath hot on the tip of my cock and her fingers curling around the base of the shaft without quite touching it. I was still teetering on the edge; a single flick of her tongue would have caused me to burst all over her sweet face.

“When we first met, I said I was looking forward to breaking you,” Nirivi whispered. I felt a surge in the Aether followed by a pressure on my wrists just like when her sister had conjured spiderwebs to bind them. “But you’re stronger than you look. Are you willing to enter my parlor and confront your greatest challenge yet?”

The pressure on my wrists abruptly turned cold, and when I turned my head to the side, I saw that she hadn’t conjured magical spiderwebs, but shackles forged out of pure ice. Both of my arms were now pinned to the sides of the divan.

“You realize that I could transform into a dragon and destroy this entire room, right?” I asked.

“You could…but you won’t,” Nirivi whispered, her lips so close to my ear that every movement tickled the tiny hairs on my lobe. “You don’t strike me as the type of man who shrivels in the face of adversity.”

I growled under my breath, still tempted to ignite my dragon blood, transform into a Wyrmidon, and shatter the restraints. I wasn’t really trapped, at least not physically. But the test that Nirivi was posing for me was one of willpower, not brawn. Was I resilient enough to endure the torments of a Pain Maiden?

If Lia hadn’t been here, I never would have agreed. But while I had no doubt that my concubine would obey her dragon’s wishes, I could tell that she would be disappointed if I refused. Perhaps she considered this as much of a test for her skills as mine.

“Fine,” I managed. “I accept your challenge.”

“I knew you wouldn’t disappoint me,” Nirivi purred into the silence. “Alu delara, abbil. Let us see just how strong your dragon is.”

I had no clue what she was planning, but I would have been lying if I’d said I wasn’t curious—or a little frightened—to find out. I also didn’t know where I would draw the line if I needed to. Bindings were one thing, but whips were quite another. And if she actually spilled any blood, I wouldn’t be amused.

But Lia had told me that drow preferred subtlety to bluntness, and I wondered if the same rules applied to the bedroom as palace intrigue. Either way, I was about to find out.

“Here,” Nirivi said from behind me. I felt a whisper of movement past my ear, and her bare arm stretched over my shoulder and handed Liawen a phial filled with clear liquid.

“So soon?” the concubine asked, her brow creasing in concern. I could still feel her breath on my aching cock.

“He is a dragon. Surely he doesn’t need to be coddled.”

Lia considered for a moment, then nodded and popped open the cork. An unfamiliar flowery scent filled my nostrils, and it only grew stronger when she poured the syrupy contents onto my chest. Thanks to Nirivi’s bindings, I was leaning back far enough that my chest was angled in such a way that the oil would still pour down my body, but much more slowly than if I was fully upright. I still had no idea what it was, but Lia began massaging it into my skin.

For the first few seconds, her touch was delightful. But then, out of nowhere, every press of her delicate fingers felt like being stabbed with a hot poker.

I snarled. “What the—?”

“Zhlaass, veldruk,” Nirivi cooed soothingly into my ear. “The chath viole will open your flesh to new sensations. But you must first pass through the flames to feel the soothing mist.”

I almost put an end to this nonsense right then and there. I had gone from wanting to burst to wanting to scream in the span of less than a minute, but the sensation changed again just as quickly. Right when I was about to transform and shatter my restraints, Lia’s touches became warm and pleasant again, even more than before. I gasped at her every touch, and my cock once again throbbed in front of her lips, desperate to share its bounty with her flesh.

Once she had fully rubbed down my chest, Lia dribbled more of the oil into her palms and rubbed it on her fingers, then returned them to my manhood. I bit down on my lip, wondering how much more intense the initial flash of pain would be on my shaft. But Nirivi interjected before the concubine could spread the oil around.

“You said that you’ve taught him endurance and self-control?” the drow asked, her lips still behind my ear.

“I’ve only just begun,” Lia said. “But he has a natural gift for both.”

“Mm…let us see if that’s true.”

I heard another rustle of fabric, then felt Nirivi place something atop my shoulder. I turned to see her holding a tiny hourglass upright against me.

“Can he outlast the sand?” he asked.

“Absolutely,” Lia insisted.

“Even with the Srigtuul Satir?”

My concubine’s lip twitched, and her eyes returned to mine. “I believe so.”

“Then we shall keep it simple.” Nirivi leaned in so close I could feel her lips and tongue on my earlobe as she spoke. “Outlast the sand, and I shall be greatly impressed. Fail, and I’ll be deeply disappointed.”

I couldn’t have possibly refused, not with the way Lia was looking at me. I wasn’t the only one being tested here.

“Do it,” I said.

Nirivi chuckled darkly in my ear, and her long fingernails flipped the hourglass atop my shoulder. It was so small that this didn’t seem like much of a challenge—I could surely hold out for a few minutes no matter what Lia did.

My concubine started rubbing the oil onto my shaft with long, slow strokes. I was almost immediately overwhelmed by the same burning sensation I’d felt when she applied it to my chest. Outlasting the sand was going to be no problem at all if my cock was on fire…

But a wave of soothing pleasure swiftly washed away the pain, and my cock became so sensitive that every one of Lia’s gentle tugs was as stimulating as if I were thrusting inside her velvety cunt. I groaned uncontrollably and looked at the glass…

To see it was still half full.

Shit.

“No cheating, abbil,” Nirivi scolded. “Make him work for it.”

Lia’s fingers slid up and down my oil-soaked shaft more aggressively, and her lips hovered above the tip as if she were about to swallow me at any moment. When I did finally burst, I was going to make an awful mess of her sweet face…

“Good,” Nirivi whispered, her tongue grazing my ear again. “But are you ready for the Srigtuul Satir?”

I gritted my teeth. “What is that?”

“Surely you’ve heard of the agony—and ecstasy—that can be wrought by a Pain Maiden’s touch.”

“Is that what you call it when you whip people?”

She laughed. The vibration of her lips against my ear sent a shudder through my body that nearly made me lose control.

“Lia insists that you have natural talent, but you have to prove yourself first,” Nirivi said. “You must outlast the sands before moving to anything more…advanced.”

I looked at the hourglass again. It was close to empty, but Lia wasn’t showing my cock any mercy. Her fingers were pumping me for all they were worth, and I could hear the wet squelch of the oil with every stroke. Mercifully, she hadn’t taken me into her mouth—the warmth and suction would have instantly set me off. I just needed to hold out for a few more moments…

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Nirivi’s left hand creeping around my side while her right kept the small hourglass balanced on my shoulder. Her long gray fingers hovered over my bare chest, her black nail polish glinting in the dim light.

“Show me your strength, veldruk,” Nirivi whispered. “Or break at my touch.”

Her fingers pressed against my belly, and a wave of sheer ecstasy crashed over me. It was unlike anything I’d ever experienced. It was unlike anything I’d ever imagined. My cock felt like it had slipped into a tight, wet cunt. My skin felt as if it were being massaged by the skilled hands of a dozen concubines. And my ears filled with the delighted sighs of a hundred contented lovers.

I didn’t simply erupt—I detonated all over Lia’s soft, unblemished skin. The first two spurts made an utter mess of her face, while the third and fourth painted her neck and tits white. And when my vision cleared and my body finally stopped convulsing, I watched as the last few grains of sand passed through the hourglass, confirming my defeat.

“Disappointing,” Nirivi said, a satisfied snicker in her voice, “but not unexpected.”

“By the…oh…” I managed, trying desperately to find my breath. “What in the bloody fucking void was that?”

“I told you, the touch of a Pain Maiden can bring untold ecstasy. You weren’t ready for it, and now Lia must wear your shame.”

I looked down at my concubine. Lia was even messier than Vinarys after one of our sessions; thick globs of my seed were dribbling from her nose and lips, and one strand was dangling right over her left eye. But unlike the Vaz Gorati priestess, Lia wasn’t shoveling it into her mouth as quickly as possible. She was just letting it sit there while she idly stroked my withering stem and looked at Nirivi for forgiveness.

“Test him again, Mistress,” Lia pleaded. “He is a fast learner.”

“Hmm,” Nirivi mused, playfully twisting the empty hourglass atop my shoulder. “It will be much easier for him now that he’s spent..”

“I have restorative oil. And I can use my lips!”

Nirivi hummed into my ear as the tip of her warm tongue flicked across the lobe. “What do you think, veldruk?” she asked, dragging her nails across my chest. “The challenge becomes more difficult with every failure, but we cannot advance until you succeed.”

I swallowed and once again made eye contact with my concubine. Poor Lia might drown if I failed again, but she didn’t seem the least bit concerned. She was looking at me expectantly, eager for me to accept.

“I’m ready,” I said, bracing myself. “Do your worst.”


Interlude
Kyriel


The shadows of the Pale enveloped Kyriel, chilling her skin and freezing her breath as surely as a brutal Lostrien winter. As always, the demonic realm had drained all color from the world, leaving her surrounded by an endless monochrome expanse. The only exception was the soft blue glow coming from the vatari markings on her right arm, but the light was so dim it barely lit the path in front of her. Worse, her tattoos were already starting to turn green as they absorbed the corruption of the shadow realm so that her body didn’t have to.

Kyriel didn’t know why or how she’d come here, nor did she know how to leave. All she could remember was standing on her balcony wishing she was in the Underworld with Sol, and then she’d suddenly found herself here in the Pale wearing her leather armor and clutching Aveshalare. The fingers of her right hand were ready to draw and shoot a magical arrow the moment anything leapt from the shadows to attack her.

Because she wasn’t alone. The clamor of battle grew louder by the moment: the ring of clashing blades, the crunch of splintering shields, the whistle of soaring arrows…

Kyriel could make out voices as well. Not merely the shouts and screams of fighting men, but the bestial roars of mighty dragons—dozens of them, perhaps even more.

It didn’t make any sense. The only sounds she ever heard in the Pale were the demonic whispers in her head, and today none of them were taunting the “Poisoned Princess” or trying to seduce her with promises of power. The noises she was hearing were real. She just couldn’t tell where they were coming from.

“I don’t understand,” she breathed, squeezing Aveshalare and conjuring an arrow to its magical bowstring. “What’s happening? Why can’t I leave?”

The moment the words left her lips, she caught a flicker of movement in the formless gray fields ahead of her. Duatha’s sleek figure emerged from the shadows, his eyes glowing like green beacons in the otherwise impenetrable dark. The panther stared right at her, his black fur rippling even though there was no wind.

“Did you call me here?” she asked. “What’s happening? What’s all the noise?”

Duatha turned and began walking forward. Kyriel followed before he disappeared, trusting that her spirit guardian knew where he was going. He had never led her astray before.

The mottled gray sky above them kept shifting from light gray to a nearly opaque black, like roiling stormclouds being pushed by an angry wind. But amidst the movement, she spotted the shadowy silhouettes of numerous dragons, huge ones at that, all battling some unknown foe in the distance. Whoever the enemy was, he—or they—seemed to be putting up a hell of a struggle.

Kyriel didn’t understand how that was possible. No force in Varellon could possibly withstand an assault from so many dragons at once.

“Unless this isn’t the present,” she whispered. “Is this a reflection of a battle in the past?”

Duatha didn’t reply, but Kyriel considered her own words as she followed him. Ostensibly, the Pale was a timeless realm of thought and emotion where the present, future, and past all coexisted together. If that was true, then the war raging in the mottled sky might have taken place eons ago. It might have been a reflection of the Godswar itself, the conflict where Lahara and her dragon offspring had battled the Old Gods. Since the gods themselves couldn’t be destroyed, Lahara’s consort, Solterys, had imprisoned them within the Pale where they could no longer reach their mortal followers.

That mythos was the basis of the Imperial religion, and while Kyriel had always had her doubts about the specific details, the general thrust of the stories was obviously true. The Pale was a shadowy prison, filled with power and whispers and dark, demonic beings. The Old Gods seemed largely unable to empower their mortal followers through the Veil, otherwise the numerous Godsworn cults would have been a far greater threat to the Empire. And the blood of the Dragon Goddess Lahara still flowed through powerful Avetharri families like hers, albeit not as frequently as in the past.

But none of that explained why Kyriel was here or why she was hearing and seeing the reflection of the Godswar now. What was Duatha trying to show her? And why?

Holding her breath, Kyriel drew her bowstring about halfway, expecting an ambush at any moment. Her skin was prickling from the cold, and her tattoos had turned almost entirely green. She couldn’t afford to stay here much longer, but she didn’t seem to know how to leave.

“What is the purpose of this?” she asked the panther, her voice sounding frantic. “I can’t stay here much longer. Whatever you’re trying to show me, it needs to be…”

Kyriel trailed off when she saw a thin pillar of pure white light cutting through the shadows up ahead. At first, she was confused, since there were no natural sources of light within the Pale. But then something in her mind clicked, and she realized that she had been here before.

“This isn’t real,” she said when she drew close and saw the familiar dark emerald amulet resting on the ground within the column of moonlight. “This is a memory…a dream.”

Duatha stopped and looked up at her. His eyes were brighter than the amulet, but the shade of green was the same.

“We’re trying to learn what it is,” Kyriel told him. “That’s why Sol went to see the drow.”

The panther’s tail swished behind him, but he kept looking at her as if he expected her to do something.

“I don’t understand,” she said impatiently. “What do you want from me?”

More silence. Kyriel sighed and lowered her bow, then shivered involuntarily. She really, really needed to get out of here, but it didn’t seem like that was going to happen until she did whatever the panther wanted.

“You want me to take it again? Fine.”

Taking a deep breath, she reached for the amulet…

Then froze. Her fingers were still several inches away, but about half her arm had entered the pillar of light. And the parts that had were no longer elven flesh, but silvery blue draconic scales. Kyriel inhaled sharply…

And snapped awake. She sat upright in her bed, her breaths heavy and her skin chilled. On instinct, she glanced down at her tattooed arm only to realize the markings weren’t glowing green. They weren’t glowing at all, in fact—they were as dormant as they’d been all day. She hadn’t actually been traveling through the Pale; the entire experience had been a dream. A very potent, visceral dream, yes, but a dream nonetheless.

“Faarea,” Kyriel breathed as she swung her legs off the bed. Her thin nightgown was badly rumpled, as were her sheets. She must have been tossing and turning for hours. And given that she was sitting alone in the dark, she assumed it must have still been the middle of the night.

She walked toward her balcony, eyeing the new wardstone in the corner of her room as she moved. At a glance, the device was nothing more than an elongated crystal shard about the size and length of her forearm, and she had no idea how it worked. But in theory, it was strengthening the Veil to prevent Rilas Bastrel from sneaking into the palace and abducting her with his shadow magic again. Of course, it also prevented her from doing the same. The wardstone was more proof that she had been dreaming, not Palewalking.

Kyriel paused in front of the curtains, then pulled them open enough that she could peer through them. The moon was so bright tonight that she had closed them before lying down, and it took her eyes a moment to adjust to the pearly white radiance. Perhaps that was why she’d dreamt about the column of moonlight and the amulet.

“Or is it your fault?” she asked, looking behind her. “Are you trying to tell me something?”

Duatha materialized out of the shadows of her room, his ghostly feline body both soothing and disturbing at the same time. She was a little surprised that he could appear in the presence of the wardstone, but he wasn’t exactly like other spirits. He also didn’t have a body here. It was why he looked so much more real in the Pale, what with the fur and tangibility. Here in the physical world, he seemed more like the imaginary pet of a little girl.

Or a grown princess who had lost her mind.

“This would be so much easier if you could just talk,” Kyriel said. “Though I admit, it would be a little creepy, too. What would you even sound like? What accent would you have?”

The spectral panther eyed her curiously for a moment, his tail swaying back and forth several times before he turned and disappeared back into the shadows. Apparently she wasn’t entertaining enough to keep his attention.

“Cats,” she grumbled. “I should order the guards to bring me a box. I bet you’d sit in there all day, wouldn’t you?”

She sighed when Duatha didn’t reappear, then retrieved the silken shawl from the bedpost and tossed it over her shoulders. She doubted she’d be able to get back to sleep, so she might as well take a walk. She could always fetch Vin for a game of Pawns and Princesses, but the priestess was bad enough when she was wide awake. While sleepy, she’d lose her Consort in three moves.

Kyriel grinned as she headed for the door and moved into the hall. It was time to check in on her mother.

The princess’s bare feet were silent on the cerulean floors; the boots of the Wyrmguard who followed her everywhere were not. For most of her life, she’d endeavored to get as much distance from them as possible. As a girl, she had dashed around corners or hid in bedrooms to try and lose them. As a woman, she’d slipped into the Pale to avoid them altogether. They made her feel smothered when all she’d yearned for was freedom. Honestly, she owed General Laeryl an apology for being such a brat.

But tonight was different. Kyriel was about halfway down the hall when she realized she appreciated their presence. Some of that was lingering unease because she’d been kidnapped, and some was simply because Sol wasn’t here. She had never expected to have a consort that made her feel safe and protected. But then again, she’d also never expected to have a consort who was a dragon rather than an annoying house scion.

There was a third factor at play here, however. Since her mother had fallen ill, Kyriel had noticed several changes in her own behavior, some intentional but others purely reflexive. She spoke differently to courtiers and servants alike, including the Wyrmguard. And rather than jogging through the corridors, she found herself moving calmly and precisely, her chin high and her gait measured. In other words, she was no longer acting like the young Dragon Princess.

She was acting like a Dragon Sovereign.

Publicly, she insisted that this was merely a temporary transition. She was a princess playing regent, a placeholder keeping the throne warm while her mother recovered. Inwardly, though, she feared it was more than that. If they couldn’t figure out a way to cure the shadow curse that was weakening her mother…

Kyriel buried the thought as she entered the real Sovereign’s chamber. One of the Vaz Gorati acolytes was there near her mother’s bed, monitoring her condition with magic while simultaneously working at the alchemical station they’d set up in the room to experiment with potions and blood cleansing rituals.

The young acolyte gave the usual distressing report about how none of the cures were working, which she followed up with unconvincing assurances that Sovereign Alessara was blessed by the Dragon Goddess and would therefore find a way to survive. Kyriel smiled politely, then asked for a few minutes alone.

Her mother’s hands were cold, and her skin was turning more pallid by the day. Kyriel and Alessara had always looked more like sisters than mother and daughter, but that resemblance was fading as the curse took its toll. In a few more days, a week at best…

“Sol is looking for a cure,” Kyriel whispered. “And he’ll find it. You just have to hold on a little longer.”

Swallowing the lump in her throat, she gently kissed her mother on the forehead.

“I promise, I’ll find a way to bring Lostrien together,” Kyriel said. “And I will become the dragon you always hoped I would be.”


9
The Bargain


After several weeks of repeatedly bedding three different elf girls, sometimes all in the same day, I had naturally assumed that I’d already reached my physical limits as far as sexual endurance and stamina were concerned. But a single night with a Pain Maiden had shown me just how wrong I was.

I passed Nirivi’s first test…eventually. It took four attempts before I was finally able to defeat the hourglass, and even then her touch had still set me off mere moments after the last grains of sand had slipped through. Afterward, Lia’s body had been so thoroughly covered by my failures that she’d been practically unrecognizable, but she’d never once tried to wipe away my seed no matter how sticky she got. I didn’t know if she had ever cleaned herself off, because I passed out from exhaustion shortly after my victory.

I might have been embarrassed when I woke up, if not for the fact that her warm, soft lips on my cock was what returned me to consciousness.

“Oh!” I cried out. I’d only been awake for a few moments, but that was enough to realize I was in bed rather than tied to the divan. It was also enough to realize that I was about to burst yet again.

My hand found the back of Lia’s head despite the darkness surrounding us, and I held her against me as I fired a morning salvo straight down her throat. She dutifully gulped down every drop, then brought her naked faeyn body alongside me as I caught my breath.

“Good morning, my lord,” she said, snuggling into me. My skin tingled more than usual when she dragged her fingers along my chest, which I assumed was a lingering effect of the special oil she had rubbed all over me last night. “I trust you slept well?”

“You could say that,” I managed, my voice a brittle rasp. The inexorable post-climax lethargy washed over me, and I could have easily closed my eyes and passed out again. “What…what time is it?”

“Late morning.”

“How do you know? Without the sun…?”

I felt her move an arm and touch something on the nightstand. A handful of the purple crystals scattered about the room started to glow again, but without access to a window or a clear view of the sky, it could have been noon or the middle of the night as far as I was concerned. The bizarre timelessness of life in the Underworld was yet another reason I couldn’t imagine living down here.

“The spider,” Lia said. “Its legs move with each hour that passes.”

I followed her gaze to the large arachnid figurine mounted over the bathing pool. I hadn’t paid much attention to it before, since spider-themed decorations were so ubiquitous in this town. But now that I thought about it, I noticed that its legs were in a different position than they’d been in last night.

Of course the drow would have spider clocks, I thought to myself.

“A missive arrived beneath the door not long ago,” Lia said. “The Matron Mother has requested that we join her in her parlor as soon as it is convenient.”

I groaned groggily, my hand sliding across the smooth hairless skin of her hips. When Lia and I had first seen our room here in the Tet Shanaal, I had been filled with doubts about our safety. I hadn’t been sure that I would even be able to fall asleep in such a place, not while I was worried about drow assassins barging through the door at any moment.

Nirivi had assured us that there was no safer place in the city, but it had ultimately been her personal attention, not her assurances, which had caused me to pass out.

I smiled at the thought. I swore I could still feel her behind me, breath and tongue on my ear. I’d never met another woman like her, and my tired, aching cock started getting hard again just thinking about her. Now that I’d finally passed her first trial, what was next? Would I ever have the chance to find out? For a few heartbeats, I no longer wanted to leave Ust Perya…

“Mistress Nirivi left once you lost consciousness,” Lia whispered as if reading my mind.

I shook myself out of my reverie. What was I thinking? Of course I wanted to get out of this awful city as soon as possible. But I also wanted to move on to her “advanced” tests.

“I can’t believe I fell asleep,” I said. “Sorry about that.”

“There is no need to apologize. A dragon is free to retire after being relieved by his wives or concubine.”

“Maybe, but…” I swallowed and shook my head. “I’ve never felt that drained before.”

“You’d never experienced the power of a Pain Maiden’s touch. It is overwhelming to the uninitiated.”

That’s an understatement, I thought. Even when I closed my eyes and relived the memory, I had trouble believing it had happened. How could a woman make me spill with a touch? I wasn’t some inexperienced boy who’d never been inside a tight, hot quim before. I was quite proud of my performance as Kyriel’s consort, and she certainly had no complaints about my discipline or stamina. She was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen with a core of tight velvet heat, yet I was still able to last long enough to satisfy her before losing control.

“It was certainly…educational,” I said after a moment. “I think I understand why your relationship with her is so unique.”

“She taught me things about myself I wasn’t aware of,” Lia replied quietly. “Last night was only the barest hint of what is to come.”

I turned and looked into her brown eyes. “Are you saying there’s more you want to show me?”

“So much more,” Lia breathed. “Mistress Nirivi instructed me for nearly a year, and I’m still little more than a novice in drow techniques. It is why I wanted her to share some of her wisdom with you while she had the chance.”

I reached out and brushed a thumb across her cheek. “Sorry I made such a mess.”

“A concubine wears her dragon’s seed with pride, no matter where he chooses to spill it…or where he accidentally spills it.” Lia smiled. “She is duty-bound to bring her master pleasure, even if he finds it in the heat of another woman’s body.”

“Well, right now I’m not interested in another woman’s body.” With a gentle nudge, I pulled her on top of me, and Lia instinctively spread her legs to straddle my waist. “I’m interested in yours.”

“Do you not wish to meet with the Matron Mother?” she asked.

“She said we could join her when it was convenient,” I said. “I happen to be quite busy at the moment.”

Taking hold of her sides, I rolled her onto her back, then guided the tip of my ever-swollen manhood inside her. Her carnal walls squeezed around my shaft as if welcoming me home, and I brought our mouths together.

I had no concept of how long I spent making slow, sweet love to her, and I frankly didn’t care. I was a Wyrm Lord, and Lia was my loyal concubine. The drow could wait.

After spending so much of last night painting Lia’s body with my seed, it was beyond satisfying to spill deep inside her again. She cooed contentedly into my ear as I burst, her arms and legs holding me as if they never wished to let go.

I had no idea what other techniques she planned to show me in the future. But for now, being with her alone in the darkness was all I had ever wanted.
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The unholy ambiance of Ust Perya was less disturbing the second time I traveled through it, though not by much. Our shadow knight escorts and their minotaur slaves attempted to get Lia and I back into one of the palanquins, but I scuttled the idea by traveling from the Tet Shanaal to the Temple of Zelioth as a full golden wyrm instead.

The transformation wasn’t strictly necessary; I could have easily made the journey as a Wyrmidon or just a regular human male like last night. But I had been told to project strength whenever possible, and since I still planned to depart later today, I wanted everyone in this city—noble, commoner, and slave alike—to understand exactly who and what they were dealing with. House Valostri had sent a dragon to negotiate, not merely a man, and I didn’t want anyone to forget that.

I didn’t have a saddle handy, obviously, but Lia rode on my back nonetheless. Our drow escort followed alongside me, their minotaur brutes looking decidedly less intimidating contrasted against the body of a true wyrm. I only reverted to my human form when we reached the temple and I needed to fit inside.

Matron Mother Daerulis and her two daughters were waiting for us in her parlor. Nirivi had traded her black dress for her adamantine chain again, and she didn’t smirk or stare or give any other indication that she had visited me last night. Distantly, I wondered if her mother or her sister knew about it. I couldn’t imagine that they would approve.

Regardless, I certainly wasn’t going to bring it up, and I tried to keep my attention focused on Matron Mother Daerulis. Her face was difficult to read, and she gave no other outward indication as to whether her sages had learned anything that might help us or not.

“The Spider Queen once again welcomes you into her lair, Lord Farric,” the Matron Mother said as we entered. “I trust that you found your accommodations acceptable?”

“They were adequate,” I replied, taking the same seat in front of her as before. Lia knelt at my side, and the guards who had escorted us left the room and closed the parlor door behind us. I was surprised and a little concerned that none of the shadow knights remained behind. Perhaps she was trying to project confidence and demonstrate that she trusted me enough not to need additional guards…or perhaps she’d simply decided that even her elite male supplicants weren’t important enough to be here.

“I’m pleased you were satisfied,” Daerulis said, “though the owner informed me that you didn’t avail yourself of his establishment’s more exotic entertainment.”

I smiled, debating whether that meant she knew or didn’t know what had really happened. My instincts were leaning toward the latter.

“Next time,” I said.

“Of course. I look forward to the day when you feel comfortable enough to travel back and forth between our great cities at your leisure.”

“As do I,” I replied for lack of any better platitude.

Daerulis gestured to Sulestra, who handed her a leather-bound tome. The First Daughter looked vaguely disgusted, but that was a distinct improvement over the murderous scowl she’d been wearing yesterday.

“I consulted with our sages this morning,” the Matron Mother said. “They were able to find some information on the Bastrel shadow curse as well as your Shalassan relic. Unfortunately, the answers may not be the ones you sought.”

“Any information you can provide would be appreciated.”

The Matron Mother eyed me for a few heartbeats, and I wondered if she might be about to tell me the price for her help. But then she opened the tome to a marked page and tapped it with the tip of her black claw.

“Your relic matches the description of pendants worn by acolytes of the Moonmaiden in the time before the Godswar,” she said. “The engraving on the back is a perfect match, as is the shape and style of the amulet. However, the stone of yours is quite different.”

I leaned forward. “How so?”

“In the historical accounts we uncovered, the pendants were typically fitted with silver moonstones, though sapphires could be used on occasion. Our sages found no mentions of any emeralds.”

“Mm,” I mused. “Could the difference be cosmetic?”

“Possibly,” the Matron Mother replied with a faint shrug. “Our sages pride themselves on the accuracy of their archival crystals, but no historical records are without their flaws and omissions.”

“Did these pendants typically have any magical properties?”

“Our records indicate that they were considered protective talismans, though there is no mention of what they were protecting against. You mentioned that yours seemed like a weapon, but the sages could find no mention of the pendants being used in such a fashion. Yours may very well be unique.”

I nodded absently, wondering if the difference had anything to do with the fact that Kyriel had discovered her amulet within the Pale. The energies of the shadow realm could have changed or corrupted it in some fashion, though I couldn’t explain how that could change the type of gemstone or why it would allow a mere protective talisman to unleash a beam of light powerful enough to harm a dragon.

“I suppose so,” I replied eventually, trying and likely failing not to sound disappointed. I had repeatedly told myself not to expect a miracle on this journey, but it was difficult not to hope for one regardless. I felt like the wind had been knocked out of me, because the odds that anyone else might know more about an Old God relic were slim to none.

“I wish there was more we could tell you,” the Matron Mother said. She didn’t sound sarcastic, but she didn’t exactly sound sympathetic, either. Frankly, I wasn’t convinced she was capable of such a thing.

“It’s not your fault,” I said, forcing a smile. “Some information is better than none. I’m grateful you were willing to help us at all.”

“And I am grateful that the Dragon Princess sent an envoy to begin the lost process of mending the relationship between our houses.”

Her red eyes glimmered as she returned the book to Sulestra. The First Daughter didn’t say anything, but the disgusted look on her face had turned smug.

“There is still a chance we could learn more about this amulet by studying it directly,” the Matron Mother added. “If you could bring it to us, the sages could examine its Aetheric echo. Such an investigation might reveal truths that a mere facsimile cannot.”

The hairs on the back of my neck tingled. I couldn’t sense any overt deception or malice in the Matron Mother’s tone, but she was an experienced leader who had spent many decades navigating the deadly politics of Ust Perya. Concealing her true intentions from a mere soldier like me would be trivial.

Not that it really mattered, since I wasn’t planning on bringing our mysterious weapon down here regardless.

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” I said as regretfully as I could fake. “Not for a while, at least, given the ongoing fight against the Tirzak. I’m sure you understand.”

“Perfectly,” Daerulis replied with a nod. “But if you ever change your mind, House Ulyr will be here waiting to offer our assistance.”

For some reason, the words sounded like a threat. Hopefully that was just my imagination.

“In the meantime, I’m pleased to report that we had more success researching your other problem,” Daerulis added. “The affliction that has been weakening House Valostri may soon come to an end.”

My posture abruptly stiffened. “Bastrel’s curse? You discovered a way to lift it?”

“We believe so,” the Matron Mother said. “As you know, Vlos Cha’Barra—blood curses woven with shadow magic—are incredibly resilient and virtually impossible to break. The mere act of casting such a potent affliction would likely invoke a backlash so terrible that it would kill most channelers outright. Even a dragon would struggle to survive the process. Though as I understand it, Lumos Bastrel wove the curse when he was already about to perish from his wounds.”

“Yes,” I managed, feeling an unexpected wave of excitement crash over me. Even before we’d come down here, I had instinctively assumed that the drow would have a much better chance of helping us with the Old God relic than Bastrel’s curse. But if they could actually cure Sovereign Alessara and give her the strength to transform again, we might not need Vin’s relic to defeat Rilas Bastrel and his Tirzak…

“The most powerful channelers in Tir Bereth have been trying to cure Sovereign Alessara for decades,” I said after a brief pause. “But their efforts have failed because such curses are inexorably tied to the blood of the one who wove it.”

“They are,” Daerulis confirmed. “But thankfully, we still possess a small sample of the blood you require.”

I shared a quick glance with Lia and saw my own surprise and hope mirrored in her eyes.

“Bastrel blood,” I murmured. “You have a sample of Bastrel blood?”

The Matron Mother reached into the cleavage of her low-cut breastplate. The clawed fingertips of her gauntlets returned holding a long, slender phial of dark red liquid.

“I told you that Lumos Bastrel visited us before he launched his rebellion against House Valostri,” she said. “I also mentioned that we declined to help him. Unfortunately for him, his delusions of grandeur convinced him to try to take what he wanted by force. My shadow knights nearly killed him before he escaped. This is the bounty from their battle.”

“You preserved his blood?” Sulestra asked. Either she was an incredible actress, or this was as much of a surprise to her as it was to us. “Why was I never informed of this?”

“Venorsh,” Daerulis snapped. “Zhaun dosst k’lar.”

Sulestra’s red eyes flashed, but she stayed silent. Nirivi, for her part, looked just as stunned.

“Dragon blood is more valuable than adamantine or vatari,” the Matron Mother said. “We preserved what we could, hoping to one day find a use for it. That time has finally come.”

“You turned it into a potion?” I asked, finding my voice again.

“Yes. One that will shatter the curse woven by its bearer.”

My cheek twitched as I examined the phial. A potion was the absolute last thing I’d expected the Matron Mother to offer us. I was no stranger to alchemical cures—the Legion relied heavily upon potions brewed by the Vaz Gorati and other herbalists in Tir Bereth—but they were typically used to mend wounds or purify water, not unravel sorcerous curses. I didn’t even understand how such a thing would work.

And of course, I had no idea if it would work. For all I knew, the phial was filled with water or wine or poison. It was also strange that she hadn’t offered this solution to me yesterday when I’d mentioned the curse…

“It, uh, it may not be easy to convince the Vaz Gorati to use a potion they didn’t brew themselves,” I said.

“Their examinations will confirm its authenticity,” Daerulis said. “Unless they would rather allow their Dragon Sovereign to suffer needlessly. I assure you, Lord Farric, you will not easily find another cure.”

I ground my teeth together, wondering what Kyriel or Vinarys would say if they were here. I couldn’t imagine that they would trust this woman any more than I would, but I had to imagine that Kyriel especially would have trouble turning down a cure for her mother. Perhaps there would be enough left to cure her as well.

“I appreciate the offer,” I said, eyeing the potion again. “What’s your price?”

The Matron Mother smiled again. It was every bit as dark and self-satisfied as before.

“Such a valuable gift deserves an equally valuable one in return,” she said. “One dragon’s blood in exchange for another.”

I winced. “You want my blood?”

Daerulis chuckled. “In a manner of speaking. Tell me, does Princess Kyriel expect you to honor the traditions of male Wyrm Lords?”

“What do you mean?”

“It is my understanding that you are expecting to assemble a breeding harem of strong, loyal females as quickly as possible, especially in the age of the Blood Drought.”

For the second time today, the hairs on the back of my neck rose in warning. “Yes, that is the plan.”

“Good. Then my price for a cure is simple.” She glanced behind her. “In exchange for the blood of House Bastrel, you shall give us yours by taking my Second Daughter into your harem.”

“What?”

Nirivi and Sulestra blurted out the word at the same instant. The former looked flabbergasted; the latter looked furious.

“Blood will forge a far stronger alliance between our houses than any deal penned on parchment,” the Matron Mother said. “I’m sure you agree.”

“Zifreinn naut!” Sulestra spat. “You would sully our house with rivvil blood?”

“Dragon blood,” Daerulis corrected.

“Nau zhadur! Nindol h’ros—”

“House Ulyr has never possessed a dragon,” the Matron Mother interrupted. “With the strength of your blood added to ours, the Great Dark will be ours for another millennium.”

Nirivi still hadn’t moved, and her gray skin seemed to have turned several shades whiter. Sulestra looked like she was on the verge of drawing her weapon.

“This is insanity, Mother!” she snarled. “You cannot be serious!”

“Would you rather I have him breed you instead?” Daerulis replied, her voice turning bitter cold. “Because I could have you delivered to Tir Bereth gagged and bound if that is what you would prefer. I’m sure the dragon could find a few spare moments to make use of your body.”

The two of them exchanged a glare so withering I was surprised that neither of them burst into flame. I riled up my dragon blood and braced myself for a fight just in case…

“Mother.” Nirivi’s voice was barely a whisper, but it still shattered the oppressive silence. “I…I don’t understand.”

“It isn’t complicated,” Daerulis said. “You are young and fertile, and you know a great deal about the surface. This is your chance to reach for power, dalharil. You should be thanking me for this opportunity.”

Nirivi remained silent, unable to muster an answer. At her side, Sulestra continued to seethe in silence.

I turned to look at Lia, but my concubine’s face was surprisingly difficult to read. She was also focused on Nirivi, her brown eyes wide and intense as if she were trying to communicate without actually saying anything.

“You will take the cure and my daughter with you to Tir Bereth,” the Matron Mother added. “Once you have fulfilled your part of the bargain and seeded her with a dragon child, I will be willing to discuss expanding the terms of our alliance. I’m sure you agree that House Ulyr soldiers would be formidable allies against the Bastrel wyrm and his Tirzak.”

I didn’t reply because I didn’t need to. The value of her offer was self-evident: drow warriors who could move through the Underdark and potentially assault the Tirzak in their caves would be a tremendous asset. Possibly even a decisive one, depending how long this war lasted.

“That is the price of my aid, dragon,” Daerulis added with a touch of finality. She twirled the vial between her fingers. “And if you are wondering if you can simply take my cure and throw my daughter in the dungeon once you’re home, you should remember that Zelioth does not give her blessing lightly. Any betrayal on your part will be met with the Spider Queen’s wrath.”

“Right,” I replied, my voice little more than a rasp. I was still struggling to grapple with the direction this conversation had taken…and by all appearance, so was Nirivi.

I took a deep breath and tried to think it through. By the standards of the Imperial Great Houses, the Matron Mother’s terms were both quite normal and quite generous. Marriage alliances were the foundation of provincial politics, especially where dragon blood was concerned. Every male scion in Lostrien had been desperate to attend Kyriel’s Tasting in the hopes of becoming her consort and binding their families together. In provinces ruled by male Wyrm Lords, vassal lords were similarly desperate to get their daughters into the breeding harem of a dragon for the same reason.

And on top of all that, the bottom line here was that Alessara Valostri, the woman who had emancipated the dustborn in Lostrien, would soon die without a cure. Refusing the Matron Mother’s gift—assuming it was genuine—would be tantamount to betraying the very woman who had liberated me from bondage. Could I really refuse? Would Kyriel want me to refuse?

I tried to imagine what she would say if she were here. I was her consort, pledged to protect her and pleasure her and ultimately give her a dragon child. But she’d also told me that I had a duty to form a harem and share my seed with other strong and worthy women. It was the only way to fight back against the Blood Drought and rebuild the might of the dragons. Given that, plus the simple fact that her mother’s life was on the line here, meant that she would surely agree to these terms as well, didn’t it?

Swallowing heavily, I glanced up at Nirivi. She was finally looking back at me, and while she was clearly still surprised by this turn of events, I could tell she was trying to regain her poise and steel herself.

“Do you agree to these terms?” I asked.

“Of course she does,” the Matron Mother said with a dismissive flick of her wrist.

“I want her to say it.”

Nirivi looked at her scowling sister, then her mother, then me. “I…I will do whatever is required to strengthen House Ulyr.”

“You see?” Daerulis asked. “This is a great moment, Lord Farric. We stand on the cusp of a renewed alliance. Take the cure. Take my daughter.”

She grinned in satisfaction. “And let the resurgence of both our houses begin.”
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Trust


A few hours after our meeting with the Matron Mother—less than a full day after Lia and I had arrived in Ust Perya—the two of us were standing by the main gates in preparation to leave. A squad of drow soldiers was slowly amassing nearby to ensure that our return to the surface would be safe. Nirivi was ostensibly on her way, but she hadn’t arrived just yet.

“Well,” I said, trying to keep my voice low but audible over the commotion by the gate, “this certainly isn’t how I expected things to go. But at least we didn’t get thrown into a dungeon.”

I thought that I’d added plenty of levity to my tone, but Lia looked up at me as if I were being completely serious. “Are you not pleased, my lord?”

“I’m confused. And concerned. And suspicious. And probably quite a few other things.”

Her brow furrowed. “But you have acquired a cure for the shadow curse and a powerful new wife. Is that not all you could have hoped for?”

“I…well, I suppose, from a certain perspective.”

I had been wondering how Lia would react to this deal ever since we’d met with the Matron Mother, but this was the first time I’d had a chance to speak with her in anything resembling privacy. There were still plenty of people nearby, of course, but the background noise of the minotaur slaves lifting the gate masked voices a lot better than a private chamber.

“Anyway, let’s just say I’m not convinced that this potion of hers will work,” I whispered. “The timing and convenience is suspicious, to say the least. Makes me think it’s a test to see if we’re stupid enough to feed poison to the Dragon Sovereign.”

“I find that highly unlikely, my lord,” Lia replied with a subtle shake of her head. “The Matron Mother sees you as the means of creating an Ulyr dragon, but that will never happen unless Sovereign Alessara is cured. The drow are vicious, but they are not stupid. She needs you.”

I pressed my lips into a tight, thin line. I didn’t doubt for a moment that Daerulis wanted a dragon to mold in her house’s image, or that she was willing to offer her daughter’s womb to me in order to get one. But for whatever reason, I still found it hard to believe that she had been saving the blood of Lumos Bastrel for over twenty years, or that she had been able to turn it into a miracle potion to cure a curse that the most powerful arcanists in Tir Bereth hadn’t been able to break for twenty years.

No, my gut was telling me that there was more going on here than met the eye, even if my mind refused to agree. In principle, I hadn’t actually given the drow anything yet, and if Kyriel thought this whole thing was a terrible idea, we could easily walk away. We had the phial in our possession, and I fully intended to hand it over to Vinarys so that she and her alchemists could try to figure out if it was a cure or not. If the Matron Mother was lying, we’d know soon enough. Then this entire scheme would collapse.

Unless Lia was right and there wasn’t a scheme. At least, not one besides forcing me to take a drow wife and give her a dragon child.

Apparently sensing my angst, Lia put her hand on my bicep and smiled. “My lord possesses great power and wisdom, but is unfamiliar with negotiations between Great Houses. The princess will consider this a tremendous victory.”

“You’re sure about that?” I asked. “I don’t remember Kyriel asking me to come home with a wife.”

“Her Highness does not control your harem, my lord. Neither does Sister Vinarys. A male Wyrm Lord may choose to breed any woman he desires. They both understand and accept this.”

I smiled thinly. “You almost sound like you’re defending me over them.”

“I am defending you,” Lia replied coolly. “You are my dragon.”

I took her hand and gave it a subtle squeeze. “Well, your dragon appreciates it,” I told her. “But you honestly don’t think that me bringing home a drow wife will be a scandal?”

“It would be, under nearly any other circumstances. But you are a human dragon, my lord—you are already a scandal. With Mistress—erm, Lady Nirivi, you have the opportunity to forge a new path for yourself and for your house.”

“My house,” I murmured. “Not sure there is such a thing.”

“There will be. Though you will need a proper crest before you can begin branding your wives to mark their wombs as your property.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves just yet,” I said, raising my hand and glancing to my right. Nirivi had appeared on the street with several of her own guards, who promptly formed up with ours. Without any delay, they started escorting us through the gate and out of the city.

I would have given almost anything for the opportunity to speak with Nirivi in private, but that didn’t seem to be in the cards right now. Her eyes were focused forward, and the drow were acting as if they wanted to get us moving as quickly as possible. The sorceress was still wearing her adamantine chain skirt as well as her whip and rapier, and her pack was the same size as the one she’d brought when we came down here.

At first, I was surprised—I had naturally assumed that Nirivi would want to move more of her belongings to the surface if she was supposed to live with me. But given that she’d been living on the surface for a few years, it made sense that she’d brought everything she’d wanted the first time.

I watched her carefully as we moved through the massive cavern housing Ust Perya and into the narrower tunnels beyond. When she had first led us into the darkness, I’d been surprised at how different she seemed while wearing her adamantine hauberk and skirt compared to her Pain Maiden dress. The feeling was stronger now after being on the receiving end of her ministrations last night. Nirivi was a fascinating woman, to be sure, and I desperately wanted to ask her what she thought about this whole situation. Was she disgusted? Did she feel trapped? Did she regret offering to bring me to her mother in the first place? Or was she completely fine with this whole arrangement, especially after the fun she’d had with me last night?

Sadly, that wasn’t the type of conversation I wanted to have in front of her mother’s soldiers, so we had little choice but to continue the journey in awkward silence.

Eventually, my thoughts invariably shifted to worrying about the Tirzak, and I had to remind myself that I’d only been gone for a day, not a week. In all likelihood, Rilas’s swarm would still be at Oro Sarn, and we would still have plenty of time to figure out the next steps. By the time we got home, Kyriel would have hopefully convinced more members of her court to send soldiers, and once Tir Bereth had a large enough defensive force to repel an attack, we could start coming up with ways to defend the other fiefdoms and lure Rilas to a place where we would have the advantage.

I didn’t have anywhere near enough information to plan out an entire war campaign or anything so advanced, but dwelling on that kept my mind occupied as we moved through the tunnels and back into the other expansive cavern where we’d been ambushed by hooked horrors yesterday. The bodies of the monsters had already been dragged off, which wasn’t surprising since scavengers were presumably just as common in the Underworld as they were on the surface. The disturbing part came when I realized that their blood was also gone. I didn’t even want to imagine what kind of awful creatures might be willing to lick the cavern floor clean.

Later, as we neared the edge of the cavern, I caught glimpses of moving shadows at the periphery of my vision. Our drow escorts noticed it as well, and they fired special bolts from their crossbows which exploded in clouds of yellowish gas. Nirivi explained that the smell would drive away most creatures, but we picked up our pace nonetheless. I had a sneaking suspicion that whatever the gas didn’t repel wasn’t something we wanted to tangle with.

Eventually, we reached the narrower path that led up to the surface. The air grew warmer as we ascended, and while it was likely my imagination, I swore it felt cleaner in my lungs. Night hadn’t quite fallen by the time we emerged, but the sun was little more than a crimson smear on the horizon. It seemed so damn bright to me that I had to squint and cover my face to avoid being blinded. Nirivi had it worse, of course; she couldn’t even crack open her eyes without wincing in discomfort.

“Damn, it’s good to be back,” I said, still shielding my eyes as they struggled to adjust. “But it makes me wonder how you managed to survive in the light these past few years.”

“By selecting the only room at the Embrace without a window,” Nirivi replied mildly. “And by only leaving the premises at night.”

She flicked her wrist to dismiss the other drow. They didn’t need any convincing; they disappeared back into the illusory boulder from where we’d emerged, leaving the three of us alone. As uncomfortable as the brightness was, the feeling of the warm summer breeze on my skin almost made up for it.

“With your mother’s minions gone,” I said, “this might be the best chance for you to run off and disappear.”

I smiled thinly, trying to break the awkward tension after many long hours of traveling through the darkness. But I belatedly realized that Nirivi couldn’t see it, since she was still struggling to open her light-sensitive eyes.

“Why would I do such a thing?” she asked.

“I don’t know, maybe because your mother walked us both right into her trap. You seemed as stunned as I was by her offer, and I doubt she apologized for springing it on you afterward.”

“She did not. She had no reason to. From her perspective, she just granted me a once-in-a-generation opportunity to improve the fortunes of our house and earn myself great power and prestige.”

“To be blunt, I’m not really interested in her perspective,” I said. “The only one I care about is yours. What do you think about all of this?”

“I think that my mother has made the correct political calculation. If my first child is a dragon, then Ulyr could become the most powerful drow house left in Imperial territory.”

“That’s not exactly what I asked,” I said. “Forgot the politics. Is this what you want for yourself? To join the harem of a rivvil jaluk?”

Nirivi managed to open her red eyes a sliver. “Are you trying to convince me to ignore my mother’s wishes and break the terms of her agreement?”

“I’m not trying to convince you of anything. I want to know what you think—what you really think—about all of this.”

Nirivi remained silent for a few heartbeats, then retreated into the shadows cast by the hills around us. Once she was standing in the dark, she managed to open her eyes halfway.

“You are a curious male, veldruk,” she said. “You possess immense power and have the potential to amass even more. Yet for some reason, you hesitate.”

I snorted. “Is that what you think is happening? I was just asking if—”

“You clearly find me desirable,” Nirivi interrupted. “And you have learned that I am more skilled than any surface female. I can satisfy your carnal desires and provide you another strong heir. Does this not satisfy your requirements for a dragon wife?”

I pushed my tongue hard into the back of my teeth. “Your beauty and worthiness were never in doubt. It’s your willingness I’m interested in. If you don’t want anything to do with this, I need to know.”

Nirivi’s eyes flicked over to Lia, and she said something in Qevlâs. The concubine replied in kind.

“This secret language thing is going to get annoying real fast,” I muttered.

Lia smiled and touched my arm. “I apologize, my lord. She said that she finds your compassion both charming…and annoying.”

I sighed. “Good to know. So that’s it, then? Your mother gives you away and there’s nothing else to talk about?”

“There will be plenty for us to discuss later,” Nirivi said. “But for now, we should continue our journey to Tir Bereth.”

“Right.” I sighed and cast my gaze south. “It isn’t a long trip, so I didn’t pack a saddle. You’ll have to hold on tight.”

“I will manage.” Nirivi paused for a moment before a thin smile tugged at her red lips. “Though you will be my first dragon, so I hope you’ll be gentle.”

My snort rolled into a chuckle as I stepped a few yards away and focused on riling up my dragon blood. It didn’t take long—within seconds, my body was growing larger and my back was sprouting wings. I was getting better at this Wyrm Lord business every day.

As usual, Lia’s face was beaming up at me after I’d fully transformed, whereas Nirivi still looked as if she could scarcely believe what she was seeing. My powerful dragon body must have been a stark contrast to the man who’d been little more than putty in her fingers last night. I couldn’t help but find the role reversal amusing. In the bedroom, the poised Pain Maiden had been in total control, but here she was completely out of her element.

I leaned my neck down so Lia could climb aboard. She offered her hand to Nirivi, and the drow tentatively followed her onto my back. It wasn’t an easy journey without the aid of a proper riding saddle and its various handholds, but their natural elven agility helped a great deal. Once Lia was in position, she helped Nirivi find spines she could cling on to.

“I’ll fly low and slow,” I said. “We’ll be at the palace in no time.”

I gradually pulled myself upright, allowing them both to adjust to the movement and my shifting weight. Once I was convinced they were both stable, I started lumbering forward before launching myself into the air. They were situated high enough on my neck that I couldn’t easily turn to see them, but I could feel them both clutching onto the spines on my back for dear life. One of these days, I needed to figure out how to conjure some kind of arcane saddle. Such a thing must have been possible…

Night fell in earnest as I swept over the northern Wyrmshade forest, and it wasn’t long before the sparkling majesty of Tir Bereth appeared on the horizon. Despite my latent worries about the White Wyrm launching a surprise attack in my absence, everything looked exactly the same as when I’d left. The city looked serene, even peaceful, at least until I drew close enough to see the gathering Legion forces in the streets and on the walls.

Kyriel and Vinarys were both waiting for me atop the palace aviary when I came in for a landing. Even at night, it wouldn’t have been difficult for them to spot a gold dragon bearing down on the palace from miles away. They had probably been playing a game of Pawns and Princesses over dinner after another long day at court.

I landed more or less gracefully on the enormous circular platform, then lowered my head so the girls could dismount. I was a little curious to see how unsteady Nirivi would be after her first flight on dragonback, but she somehow managed to slide off and land on her feet without wobbling. It helped that the heels of her armored boots weren’t as high as her Pain Maiden ones, though it was still an impressive feat as far as I was concerned.

“Your Highness,” I said, my deep draconic voice booming.

“Welcome home, Lord Farric,” Kyriel replied in a formal tone as she looked the three of us over. She was still dressed for court; her blue-scaled robe fluttered in the wind along with her blonde hair. “I see you’ve brought a guest.”

“Yes. Allow me to introduce Lady Nirivi, Second Daughter of House Ulyr.”

“Your Highness,” Nirivi said, dropping to a knee. “It is an honor to finally meet you.”

“Wait, this is the Pain Maiden?” Vinarys blurted out, crossing her arms and furrowing her brow. “Wasn’t she supposed to be your guide?”

Lia nodded. “She was our guide. She helped us negotiate with the Matron Mother.”

“I’ll explain everything shortly,” I put in. “Our meeting went well, but there were some unexpected developments.”

“Le’thos, you didn’t start a war with the drow, did you?” Vinarys asked, then turned to Kyriel. “I told you this was a bad idea. Sure, he’s smart and strong and huge and absolutely unbelievable in bed, but he has no diplomatic experience! He probably—”

Kyriel covered the priestess’s mouth with her hand. “What developments?”

“It…will take some time to explain,” I said, turning to Lia. “If you could escort Lady Nirivi to the guest chambers, I’d like a few moments alone with Her Highness.”

“Yes, my lord,” my concubine said, taking Nirivi’s arm. She didn’t say anything else, but before she left the balcony, she turned and mouthed “good luck.”
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“A drow wife?” Vinarys repeated for the third time since we’d entered Kyriel’s bedroom. “We send you into the Underworld for one day, and you come back with a drow wife?”

I sighed, also for the third time since we’d entered the bedroom. “It’s complicated. Like I said, the Matron Mother wants to—”

“Use you to sire dragons,” Kyriel finished for me. “I should have known this would be her price. What else would she ask for once a Wyrm Lord came knocking at her door?”

She was pacing nearby, her arms crossed and her blue dress shimmering in the moonlight coming in through the balcony window. While Vin was flustered, maybe even panicky, Kyriel was absorbing the news with far more grace.

“Still, we should consider ourselves lucky they were able to help,” the princess added. “Considering the risks involved, this could have gone a lot worse.”

“Worse?” Vin blurted out. “Are you kidding? I’m not giving him up to some drow slut no matter how good she looks in heels!” The priestess slid her hand through my arm and pulled me close. “He’s our dragon. We’re the ones who get to play with him!”

Kyriel pinched the bridge of her nose. “You’re a Vaz Gorati priestess, you know better than anyone that male Wyrm Lords are supposed to assemble their own breeding harem.”

“Sure, but I planned to be the one to pick them. You know, to make sure they’re all ugly so he keeps coming back to us every night instead.”

“Faarea,” Kyriel breathed in frustration. “You need to calm down. You’re being irrational.”

“Well of course you aren’t worried, look in the mirror!” Vin said. “You’re perfect! Any man in Varellon would get hot just being in the same building as you. But the rest of us don’t have the luxury of—oop!”

The priestess yelped as I spun her around and pulled her in for a kiss. I swore I could feel the mania draining out of her the instant our tongues swirled together.

“You don’t have anything to worry about,” I assured her. “Nothing has happened yet. I’m not convinced that this potion of theirs will actually work. And if it can’t cure the Sovereign, then none of this matters. There’s no reason to panic.”

“How about you deliver the phial to the alchemists?” Kyriel asked. “The sooner they get started on studying it, the better.”

Vin nodded reluctantly. “Fine. But you’d better not go and visit this drow before I get back.”

“I won’t,” I promised. “And don’t worry, I’ll spill all over you when you get back.”

“You had better!” she said, her tongue sliding over her kiss-moistened lips and her fingers drifting down my chest. “But maybe a quick sample before I go?”

“Vin…” Kyriel said impatiently.

“Oh, fine,” the priestess muttered. “But don’t get started without me!”

She walked toward the door, looking as if she were about to change her mind and drop to her knees after every step. Even after it closed behind her, I thought she might rush back in.

“I don’t think you appreciate how hard she’s fallen for you,” Kyriel said with a smirk.

“I don’t think it’s me,” I replied. “Just one very specific part of me.”

“Nonsense. There’s a lot of you to appreciate.”

She sauntered over to me and gently tapped my glamour stone. She looked me up and down as the illusion faded, then wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me in close.

“Just remember,” she whispered. “It’s all mine, whenever I want it.”

We kissed for so long I was surprised that Vin wasn’t back by the time our lips parted. It was incredible to me how quickly the Cerulean Palace, a building I never thought I’d enter, already felt like home…just like it was incredible that Princess Kyriel, a woman I never thought I’d meet, already felt like the woman I was meant to be with.

“I’m glad you aren’t upset,” I whispered.

“Upset?” Kyriel asked. “About what?”

“Well, you know, the whole drow wife thing.”

She chuckled. “The way I see it, I gave you some basic lessons in diplomacy hoping they’d keep you alive, and here you are with a potential wife, a cure for my mother’s curse, and the renewal of a Great House alliance. I’d say that’s pretty good for a first dance. I should start having you attend court every morning while I sleep in, you’d obviously do a better job.”

“I think I’d rather fight a few thousand Tirzak.”

“So would I,” Kyriel said, smiling as she dragged her fingers over my bare chest. “Honestly, I’m surprised you’re taking this so well. You’re the one who just had a drow female forced upon him. If even half the rumors about them are true, you should be terrified.”

“Believe me, I would be if the Matron Mother had offered her other daughter. But Nirivi isn’t what I expected from a Pain Maiden or the daughter of a high priestess. She’s…well, she’s not completely insane, for one.”

“I’m glad to hear that,” Kyriel replied dryly. “Then again, maybe you just haven’t gotten to know her well enough yet.”

Her hand glided up along the side of my face as if she were appreciating my stubble. The longer I stood here naked in front of her, the more tempting it was to carry her to bed. Vin would be back reasonably soon, but she could wait her turn.

But before we got too distracted, there was still something else I needed to say.

“I got to know her better than I thought,” I said. “We had to be quiet for most of the trip through the tunnels, but she spent most of the night with Lia and I in our chambers.”

Kyriel paused. “You slept with her?”

“No. She just—well, we had a chance to talk some, and then Lia asked her to demonstrate some of her Pain Maiden techniques. It was…educational.”

“I imagine so,” Kyriel whispered, her hands suddenly exploring the rest of my nude body. “But I don’t see any bruises or scars.”

The tone of her voice made me think that if I had been bruised, she would have already retrieved her bow and started marching across the palace to fill Nirivi with arrows. The elf maiden version of jealousy was a strange thing indeed. All the human females I’d ever known would have been furious that another woman had touched me, but Kyriel wasn’t concerned about that in the slightest. She was the one who’d arranged it so that I’d slept with both her best friends before her! And now, her only concern about Nirivi was that the drow might have wounded me.

“She didn’t actually harm me,” I said. “She just…well, she watched and helped.”

Kyriel arched a golden brow. “Helped?”

“It’s complicated.”

“I guess so. Just remember, you can’t give away your gift for free. Any woman you intend to add to your harem needs to be collared or branded before she’s bound to you. Though it’s probably best if you don’t have fun with anyone until I’m pregnant.”

She smirked, then tapped my chest pointedly. “Apparently I need to keep you busy every night until then.”

Kyriel kissed me again. She had stretched up on her toes enough that my cock was close to her core rather than her belly, and the heat was overwhelming. It made me feel silly for worrying that she might be annoyed or upset by the situation.

Dragons were supposed to spread their seed in multiple females, and she knew that better than anyone. But more importantly, she was confident that no matter how large my harem grew, I’d always come back to her.

She was right.

I was about to give in to my lust when she pulled back and glanced over at the wardstone in the corner of her room. I could feel the Aetheric energy emanating from the crystal.

“Something wrong?” I asked.

“No,” Kyriel said. “I was just thinking about how I hope they work like they’re supposed to. But if they don’t, it’s another reason to keep you here with me in my chambers all the time.”

I laughed. “You won’t get any argument from me. Though it doesn’t look like Rilas launched that surprise attack while I was gone after all.”

“He didn’t,” Kyriel confirmed. “I received another scouting report before dinner, and little has changed. The Tirzak are still at Oro Sarn, though they aren’t fighting or setting up a siege. Our flyers can’t get close enough to confirm one way or another, but it appears that Windsong may have surrendered rather than fight.”

I nodded soberly. On the one hand, the fact that the Tirzak hadn’t slaughtered everyone in the city was obviously great news. Oro Sarn was relatively small compared to some of the other fiefdom capitals, but it was still home to some thirty thousand people. They didn’t deserve to suffer and die for the crimes of their house patriarch.

But on the other hand, a long siege or an outright attack on the fortress city would have delayed Rilas for several weeks at a minimum, which was time we desperately needed to rally the other houses and organize our own defenses. A great number of his mantis warriors would also perish in the fighting, which would further weaken him for our next confrontation.

“Legate Morovir remains convinced that Rilas will march for Vereska next,” Kyriel added. “The city’s fortifications are old, and it would be difficult to reinforce. I sent another missive to House Akathi this morning, but we still haven’t received a response.”

“I’m sure you’ll get one the moment the Tirzak start marching north,” I muttered. “When I was in Ust Perya, I told the Matron Mother that I hadn’t come there to ask for soldiers, but it would have been nice if she’d sent a few thousand of them home with me.”

“The drow aren’t really suited for battles on the surface. I doubt they practice holding formations or defending their troops against dragons.”

“Probably not, but I bet they’d excel at hit-and-run attacks, especially at night in the mountains. They could inflict a lot of damage to a force camping near a place like Oro Sarn.”

“I’ll settle for them curing my mother,” Kyriel whispered, her body suddenly tensing. “That alone would change everything.”

If it works, I thought, but I kept the sentiment to myself. I still had my doubts, and I didn’t want Kyriel to get her hopes up. But I also didn’t want to throw cold water on a daughter’s last lingering hope to save her mother. I could only imagine how hard it must have been for her not to obsess over it.

“Do you think…?” Kyriel trailed off, then swallowed to steel herself. “Do you think this potion could cure me as well?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I guess that depends on how much is needed for your mother. I think it’s pretty unlikely that the Matron Mother has more Bastrel blood lying around.”

“We could have Rilas outnumbered three dragons to one. We wouldn’t even need Vin’s amulet.”

“True, though I’ll still gladly take any help we can get.”

Kyriel nodded, and the shadow that had momentarily fallen over her features vanished in the light of her renewed smile. “Well, for now I’m happy to rely on more natural cures.”

“Natural cures?” I asked.

“Yes.”

Kyriel wrapped her hands around my neck, then leapt up into my arms. I caught hold of her smooth thighs, and my hands slid effortlessly beneath her scaled dress.

“If there is still a dragon inside me,” she said, “you’ll just have to keep fucking me until it wakes up.”
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“Okay, the alchemists have the phial,” Vin said as she barged back into Kyriel’s chambers without so much as a knock. “They should be able to tell us what is in it, and my acolytes can take a sample and begin a reading on the bloo—hey!”

Vin shouted when saw that the princess and I were in bed. Kyriel’s blue dress was lying on the floor, and her nipples were hard and damp from all the kisses I’d been giving them. But despite the throbbing protests of my cock, I hadn’t actually slipped inside her yet.

“Le’thos!” Vin swore. “I can’t believe you started without me!”

Kyriel gasped and leaned up. I’d already made her thrash so hard that she’d mussed up her hair. Several long blond locks were dangling in front of her eyes.

“He’s mine, remember?” the princess said. “Go back to your chambers. We’ll come get you when we’re finished.”

Her tone was shockingly cold and harsh. Was she really that desperate and covetous after a single night apart?

Vin was just as stunned. Her expression sank, and she looked utterly devastated. But then Kyriel laughed, and her wicked yet playful smile shattered the illusion.

“I was only keeping him warm,” the princess said. “Now get over here, would you? We can’t wait forever!”

I had watched hungry panthers sprint through the forest in search of prey. I had watched terrified soldiers flee from a battlefield knowing that their very lives were on the line. Yet never in my years of military service had I ever seen a person move as quickly as Vinarys after Kyriel’s invitation to join us in bed. The priestess launched herself forward like a starving leophon, stripping out of her robe as she pounced onto the bed. She didn’t seem to be wearing underwear—she must have discarded that in preparation for my return—so all that remained of her wardrobe when she reached the sheets were her heeled red boots.

I didn’t mind that at all.

“He apparently got quite the workout in Ust Perya,” Kyriel said, giggling as she gently pushed my chest and rolled me onto my back. “I could use some help reviving him.”

Vin looked down at my cock as she frantically tied up her red hair. Her nipples may not have been damp like Kyriel’s, but they were as hard and ready as I was.

“I told Lia to keep him drained,” the priestess said. “But I also packed plenty of potions to restore him.”

“Apparently they weren’t enough.” Kyriel dragged her fingers down the length of my stomach before curling them around my swollen shaft. “It would seem that the Pain Maiden joined them.”

“Joined them?” Vin stammered. “You already fucked that drow slut?”

“No!” I replied defensively. “Why does everyone assume that?”

“Apparently she just helped,” Kyriel said.

Vin scowled. “Helped? By doing what?”

The jealousy on her face was exactly what I’d expected from Kyriel when I’d told her the news. It would have been amusing if I wasn’t so hard and ready to go.

“Just, uh, just supervising,” I said. “There’s nothing to worry about.”

Vin glanced between us for a moment. “Fine,” she said, then placed a firm finger on my sternum. “But listen here, dragon boy: you aren’t fucking anyone else until Kyriel is pregnant, do you understand?”

“I—”

“And you aren’t branding any wives, either,” she added. “Not until you’ve put one on me.”

I blinked. “You…you want me to brand you?”

“Of course I do, darling! I want your seed, I want your children, I want you all over me!”

Kyriel laughed and leaned down to my ear. “I told you she was falling for you,” she said in an exaggerated whisper loud enough that Vin could hear.

“Falling hard,” Vin said, her green eyes were completely locked on my throbbing stem. “Love at first taste…”

As she leaned down, her breaths heavy and her tongue playing across her lips, I braced myself for the glorious wet heat of her lips on my throbbing tip. But evidently Vin wasn’t in the mood for an appetizer, because she opened her mouth wide enough to swallow me whole. I yelped in surprise, then moaned in contentment at the familiar moist, clenching embrace of her eager throat.

“Gods, you are the only slut here!” Kyriel teased. “Show some dignity!”

Vin’s only answer was a rumbling gurgle as she force fed herself my last stubborn inch. Rolling her eyes, Kyriel grabbed a handful of the priestess’s red hair and yanked her off me with surprising force. An audible pop echoed through the chamber as the suction broke, and Vin gave the princess a confused look.

“He’s ours, not yours,” Kyriel scolded playfully.

Vin panted for breath. “I’m sorry, darling. I couldn’t help myself!”

“Believe me, I know. But this isn’t going to work if we don’t share.”

Kyriel scratched my chest and gave me a playful wink, then brought her own lips to my cock. She gently kissed and licked the shaft, then gave Vin an inviting look. The priestess smiled and joined in, kissing and licking her side of my stem.

“Don’t worry,” I said, sighing in contentment, “there’s more than enough for both.”

My words applied as much to me as to them. I quite literally had my hands full—my right was appreciating the silken smoothness of Kyriel’s thighs while my left began fondling Vin’s breasts. And all the while, I got to watch their pretty faces smile and giggle while they jointly worshiped my stem. If this wasn’t paradise, nothing was.

Vin’s free hand soon found my testicles, and I felt a surge in the Aether as she channeled her restorative power into my sensitive flesh. She must have been worried that I wouldn’t have much to give her after my adventures in the Underworld, but she should have known better than to underestimate me by now. If they kept up their joint assault, I was going to burst all over both their sweet, upturned faces. Vin obviously wouldn’t mind—she had a habit of getting off the moment the first warm, sticky spurt touched her skin. But it was one thing to explode on a priestess who treated my dragon seed like a holy ointment and quite another to sully the Dragon Princess. Kyriel could have me thrown in the dungeon for such a slight.

She wouldn’t, probably, but I was glad I didn’t have to find out. Because just as I felt the tide rising, Kyriel kissed her way to the tip then nudged Vin aside.

“Mine first,” she said, swinging her leg over my waist. For the first time today, Vin didn’t seem offended or upset. Quite the opposite, in fact: she readily helped steer my stem into the princess’s smooth, slick folds. Kyriel closed her eyes and moaned as the first thick inch disappeared inside her.

“Sweet merciful Lahara,” Vin breathed, sliding a hand between her own legs. “I’ve wanted to watch him split you open so bad. Gods, it’s beautiful!”

Watching the priestess finger herself while I fucked her best friend was, without a doubt, one of the hottest things I had ever witnessed. Between that, her invigorating magic, and the molten grip of Kyriel’s cunt, it was a miracle I didn’t burst. But if spending a whole night resisting the touch of a Pain Maiden had taught me anything, it was self-control in the face of supernatural pleasure.

“Oooh!” Kyriel cooed as she began riding me.

“That’s it, darling,” Vin encouraged, fondling herself harder. “Just take it inch by inch. Let him stretch you. Let him break you…”

“Ngn! Gods, he’s so big. And he feels so fucking good!”

“You’re damn right he does. But you need to pace yourself. Here, let’s give you some more energy…”

Removing her hand from her quim, the priestess lifted her glistening fingers and placed them at Kyriel’s lips. The princess opened her mouth and began to greedily lick the carnal nectar from her friend’s skin. It immediately made me revise my earlier assessment: this was the hottest thing I had ever seen, especially when Kyriel’s tattoos began to glow.

“There you go,” Vin said. “Just a little taste to get you going…”

Vin may not have been a dragon, but she was still a sorceress. Kyriel’s markings could feed off the magic in her friend’s blood just like mine. And it apparently whetted her appetite, because she quickly began riding me for all she was worth.

“Oh…oh!” Kyriel panted. “I can’t…I can’t…oh…ooooh!”

She finished with a breathless squeal, one hand raking my chest while the other squeezed her own tits. The muscles of her taut stomach tightened, and the carnal walls of her royal quim clenched so hard they sent me spiraling over the edge with her. I injected her womb with one uncontrollable spurt after another.

“Yes, yes, that’s it,” Vin cooed, pushing her thumb into Kyriel’s mouth now while she whispered into her ear. “Take it all, darling. Every drop.”

My hands grazed along Kyriel’s trim waist and smooth thighs as I came down. I had so much more for her where that came from, and with Vin and her magic, I could easily go all night. But right now, my attention was focused on Kyriel. Her tattoos had gone from glowing to exploding with blue light, and I watched as her painted eyelids fluttered back open. A vibrant draconic yellow had once again overpowered the normal blue of her irises, and Vin gasped as she saw it herself for the first time.

“Lahara be praised,” the priestess said, slowly sliding her thumb from Kyriel’s lips.

The princess smiled contentedly. “I told you, he’s magic.”

“Darling, we both knew that the moment we drank from the ritual cup at the Tasting. But this…this is incredible!”

“It feels incredible,” Kyriel said, looking down at me and dragging both her hands over my chest. “It always does.”

“We need to keep going,” Vin said, giving the princess a quick kiss before looking down at me. “Flip her over.”

“Wait, what?” I asked.

“I’ll get you hard, but you need to take her again right away.”

Kyriel arched a blond eyebrow. “I thought we were going to share.”

“We can worry about that later, darling. For now, he needs to pump as much of his dragon batter inside you as he can. Who knows, maybe you’ll grow wings before the night is over.”

“You really think that’s possible?”

“I have no idea,” Vin admitted, her lips curling into a devious smile. “But the more he spills inside you, the sooner he’ll be able to spill inside me. It’s all about priorities, darling.”

The girls shared a laugh, then a long, passionate kiss.

“Now get on your back so I can climb on your face,” Vin ordered. “If he’s going to fuck you, the least you can do is eat me.”
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It must have been several hours past midnight when I managed to slide out of Kyriel’s bed. Her silken sheets were so thoroughly twisted around my legs that they proved quite the obstacle, though no more than the smooth limbs of the princess’s warm, perfect body. She may not have grown wings or transformed into a dragon, but her eyes had stayed a stunning draconic yellow until she’d fallen asleep. We still didn’t know precisely what that meant, but I was more than happy to keep experimenting.

Vin was also there with us, but the bed was large enough that her insensate body didn’t block me at all. Though admittedly, that was mostly because she had passed out sideways by the footboard after I’d finally glazed her like she’d wanted. The glowstones in the room had dimmed to the illumination of soft candlelight, but I could still see my dried, glistening bounty all over her tits and stomach. Some girls were definitely easier to please than others…

I probably should have tried to get some sleep myself, but I had too much on my mind. The war, the “cure,” the fact that I was ostensibly now betrothed to a drow woman I’d met two days earlier…

After retrieving my glamour stone from the floor, I conjured a simple illusory outfit then stalked across the chamber and moved into the hall. Even with the wardstone protecting Kyriel’s chambers, there were still two Wyrmguard soldiers standing outside, and one insisted on escorting me across the palace to the guest chambers where Lia had taken Nirivi. The drow sorceress might have been asleep, but I doubted it. Something told me that she probably wouldn’t be any more comfortable here than I had been in Ust Perya.

And regardless, checking in with her seemed like the least I could do. This whole thing was a shock to both of us, and we still hadn’t been able to discuss it at any length.

Her room had three Wyrmguard soldiers outside, in addition to two others down the hall. The difference was that these men weren’t here to protect the inhabitant, but everyone else from her. Kyriel was going to get an earful tomorrow morning when news of a drow guest in the palace reached the court…

I knocked at the door. Before I could call out, her voice came through the thick wood.

“Sultha, veldruk.”

“I guess that means she’s still awake,” I muttered,

The faces and expressions of the guards were concealed behind their helmets, which was probably for the best. Otherwise, I had a feeling that they’d all look disgusted at the fact they’d been asked to keep watch over a drow.

I opened the door and stepped inside. The glowstones were at their dimmest, casting even less light than candles. My human eyes struggled to see much of anything until a flicker of movement drew my attention to the bathing pool. Nirivi stepped away from the edge, her gray body wrapped in a white towel that was nearly indistinguishable from her long mane of hair.

“Uh, sorry to interrupt,” I said, averting my eyes. “I wasn’t sure if you’d be awake.”

“I rarely sleep when it is dark,” she said. “Better to avoid as much of your accursed sun as possible.”

“I suppose that makes sense. I just wanted to make sure that Lia had provided you with everything you needed.”

“She did. But you needn’t worry about me. I have lived on the surface for years. I’ve surely sampled more of Tir Bereth’s culture and cuisine than a Legion soldier.”

I chuckled softly. She didn’t seem as if she was in any great hurry to get dressed.

“I wouldn’t be so certain about that. My cohort garrisoned in the city quite often.” I shrugged. “Though before the Tasting, I couldn’t imagine what a meal at a fancy estate would be like…or how ridiculous the outfits would look.”

“Fortunately for you, the princess doesn’t seem to mind if you drape yourself in illusions rather than cloth.” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her take a seat at the plush couch at the center of the room. From the movement of the shadows, I could tell she had crossed her legs. “The Dragon Princess must enjoy having her favorite toy unwrapped at all times. Makes it easier for her to play with you whenever she wants.”

“You aren’t wrong. But I’m happy to do my part for the good of Lostrien.”

“Yes, it must be a great burden for you.”

I heard the snicker in her voice followed by the cork of a wine bottle being opened. Since she apparently had no intention of getting dressed, I decided there was no reason to chivalrously avert my gaze. Her long legs were indeed crossed beneath the wet towel, though my eyes were drawn to her bare feet. It was strange not seeing them in heels.

“I’d been told that Princess Kyriel was quite beautiful, but one never knows for sure,” Nirivi said, pouring the bottle into a second glass on the nightstand. “But now that I’ve seen her with my own eyes, I’m even more surprised that she was willing to sully herself by taking a human consort.”

Her ruby eyes glimmered in amusement as she gestured for me to sit down on the couch across from her. I did, then lifted the glass and brought the orange-red liquid to my lips. The sweet, citrusy flavor was incredibly refreshing.

“As we’ve established, I’m a lucky man,” I said. “And I hope you feel comfortable here.”

“I didn’t say that,” Nirivi replied. “It’s difficult to feel welcome when so many people are watching my every move.”

“You mean the guards outside?”

“And the ones on the balcony.” She gestured with her chin to the drawn curtain behind us. “Not to mention the marksmen in the courtyard and upper levels.”

I grimaced. “You have to remember that we’re currently fighting an enemy who can move through the Pale like a fish through water, and we don’t have enough wardstones to protect the entire palace. We have to be cautious.”

“I wasn’t blaming you. On the contrary, I’m glad to see that the princess and her loyalists aren’t as naive as I’ve been taught. Only a fool would trust a drow. I should be carefully observed at all times.”

“Are you saying we can’t trust you?”

“I’m saying you shouldn’t.” Her eyes stayed locked on mine for a moment as she took another drink, then smiled. “Still, I hope you do all the same.”

Chuckling, I took another sip of the wine. Nirivi watched me for a moment, then shook her head as I swallowed.

“It is foolish to drink so readily of a bottle you did not open and a glass you did not pour.”

I looked down at my near empty glass. “Maybe. But it also seems foolish to poison the dragon before he gives you a child.”

“Natha sweer mon’tu,” Nirivi said, tilting her glass. “An excellent point.”

“I do make them, from time to time.”

I eyed her in silence for a few heartbeats, appreciating the way the dim light played off her damp gray skin. When I looked at her hands on the glass, I remembered how all she’d had to do was touch me with those delicate fingertips to set me off.

“Lia actually gave me an antivenom in Ust Perya before we had dinner with your mother,” I said.

“That’s because she is wise,” Nirivi said. “You could learn a great deal from her.”

“I already have.”

The drow’s red eyes glittered again. They were genuinely spellbinding in their own way, just like the rest of her.

“Now that we aren’t standing in the hills shielding ourselves from the sun, I might as well ask you again.” I gestured across the room with my hand. “Do you really want to be here? Is this the fate you desire?”

Nirivi scoffed. “It remains a foolish question.”

“I’d appreciate it if you’d answer it anyway.”

“Perhaps you deserve a different answer. A better answer.” She sighed and set down her drink, then glanced over her shoulder to the balcony window. “Tell me this, veldruk: where do you think I would be safer? Ust Perya, where I am third to power and my family’s will is law…or here, where the ‘highborn’ will find my appearance revolting and my proximity to the dragon worrying?”

“Here,” I said.

“Why?”

I shrugged. “Because here, I can protect you.”

Nirivi laughed. “In Ust Perya, I could have you castrated for patronizing me. But here, the weak females must swoon over such saccharine sentiments.”

“It wasn’t meant to be patronizing,” I said, setting down my own glass. “It’s a sign of respect. What’s the point in becoming a warrior—or a dragon—who doesn’t want to protect people?”

She raised a white eyebrow. “I was taught that guardianship is the role of the weak and disposable, and the point of acquiring power is to dominate those who oppose you.”

“Yet another reason you’re safer here, even if you aren’t third to power.”

Nirivi smiled again, but it only lasted a moment. “Did you know that I am not truly the Second Daughter?”

“What do you mean?”

“Sulestra was my mother’s firstborn well over a century ago. I am Daerulis’s sixth child and fourth daughter.”

I whistled softly. Only among elves could there be an age gap that spanned multiple human lifetimes.

“What happened to the others?” I asked.

“My brothers live but possess no power since they are male,” Nirivi said. “Sulestra killed my other two sisters once they amassed enough influence to challenge her. I ascended the ranks of the family through their death.”

My cheek twitched. “How can a society possibly survive like that?”

She shrugged. “Lumos Bastrel tried to destroy Lostrien twenty years ago, and now his son is doing the same. Is it really so different?”

“Yes,” I said. “Sovereign Alessara doesn’t fear her daughter. They love each other.”

“Only because the old are required to cede power to the young,” Nirivi said. “You are aware that Dragon Sovereigns only rule for a century, yes? Why do you think the Empire created such a law?”

“I…well, I never really thought about it. Most humans don’t live long enough to see multiple Sovereigns anyway.”

“Whether here in the light of the sun or below in the shadows, heirs to power are always eager to seize it, even if it means killing one another in the process. Limiting sovereigns to a century-long rule is meant to prevent that, or at least reduce its occurrence.”

“It seems to have worked,” I said. “The Empire has stood for thousands of years.”

Nirivi shrugged. “The surface attempts to achieve through law what the Great Dark accomplishes with blade and blood. Remember, veldruk: the Empire merely offers a veneer of civility. The only real law is power—those who possess it, those who seek it, and those who are crushed beneath its heel.”

“If you’re trying to convince me that the Underworld is secretly a great and wonderful place to live, you can save your breath,” I said. “But to be honest, it sounds to me like you’re trying to convince yourself.”

“Not at all. I simply wish you to understand where I’m from and how I was taught to see the world.”

“And to explain why I shouldn’t trust you, even though you want me to?”

“Perhaps.”

I sighed. “You’re a complicated woman.”

“And you are a foolish rivvil jaluk,” Nirivi replied, a smile returned to her lips as she retrieved her glass and took another sip. “Yet despite this, I must admit I am not fully immune to your charms. A few days ago, the mere prospect of bedding a human male would have filled me with disgust.”

“And now?”

“I admit, I am curious to explore your potential. Lia insists that you are quite skilled, yet you only narrowly passed my first trial.”

I snorted and set down my glass. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist bringing that up at some point. I figured you’d scold me for being weak and falling asleep afterward.”

“You were weak,” Nirivi replied matter-of-factly. “Yet at the same time, you demonstrated great endurance and persistence. Such traits are laudable qualities in a male, especially in those with so much yet to learn.”

“I can’t tell if that was meant as a compliment or not.”

“You are male. You should treat every moment where I am not pointing out your inadequacies as a gift.”

I laughed despite myself. She smiled as well while finishing off her drink. The way she sensuously licked her lips afterward reminded me of how good it had felt when they’d been constantly grazing my ear.

“Well, it’s getting late and you obviously seem comfortable enough here,” I said, bringing myself back to my feet. “I’m sure you’ll have ample opportunity to point out my inadequacies over the next few days.”

“I look forward to it,” Nirivi said with a smirk.

“The alchemists are studying your mother’s potion now. I imagine it will take them a day or two. After that, I’m not sure exactly how things will proceed. Most Avetharri customs are as new to you as they are to me.”

“Of course. But one word of warning, veldruk: do not allow the females of this house to control you.”

I frowned. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“It is my understanding that Lostrien has not had a male Wyrm Lord serve as Dragon Consort for several generations, but Imperial law gives you many rights that they may attempt to deny you. Do not let them.”

“I’ll, uh, I’ll keep that in mind,” I said.

“You should rely on Lia’s guidance whenever you are able. She possesses no magic, nor can she lift a blade. Yet her strength of spirit is unlike any other. You are lucky to have her.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “I am.”

I shared a long look with her, then nodded and left the room. I had no idea what fate had in store for our strange relationship, and there were plenty of reasons to worry.

But if nothing else, it was going to be interesting.


Interlude
Rilas


The Godsworn cultist in the dungeons of Oro Sarn proved to be every bit as insane as Rilas had anticipated. Yet despite the fact that his instincts kept telling him to bite her head off or at least hurl her from the battlements, he decided to listen to her mad screeds in search of any actual wisdom he could use. And astonishingly, it only took a single day for her first prophecy to come true.

His seneschal, Oroneth Gerwaen, approached him on the fortress parapets the very next night. And before he opened his mouth, Rilas already knew what he was going to say.

“More visitors?” he asked.

“Y-yes, my lord,” Oroneth said as he took a knee. “They just arrived at the fortress, and their leader wishes to speak with you.”

Rilas unfurled his wings and extended his arms. He had spent too much time as a Wyrmidon in the prison yesterday and this morning, and it felt good to stretch out as a proper dragon again.

“Let me guess, more Godsworn cultists crawling out of the woodwork?”

“Erm, no, my lord. The visitors are drow. They claim to be representatives of House Ulyr.”

Rilas froze his body mid-stretch. When the insane cultist had told him that others would soon arrive to help him, he had assumed she was speaking of other Sarodihm. Apparently he hadn’t listened carefully enough.

Abalor will send others to aid you soon, she’d said. You will recognize the courtiers from the darkness who wish to step into the light.

“Drow,” he whispered. He was only vaguely familiar with House Ulyr; there had been almost no contact between it and any of the Great Houses of Lostrien for generations. The drow had mostly parted ways with the Empire, and the Council of Wyrms seemingly had no means of bringing them back into the fold.

Why in the bloody void would they be here now?

“What do they want?” he asked.

“They say they wish to make you an offer on behalf of their mistress,” Oroneth said. “They say that she wishes to trade a favor for a favor, and that she hopes that the exchange will lead to a more permanent accord between your noble families.”

Rilas’s eyes narrowed. He had never met a drow in person before. If not for the handful of books he’d read and the ancestral memories he’d drawn from the minds of Tirzak followers, he wouldn’t know anything about Ust Perya or House Ulyr. But from what he had been able to gather, the dark elves of the Underworld were among the least trustworthy allies one could have.

But they were also powerful, if for no other reason than the fact that they controlled the flow of adamantine. The black metal could be used to forge brutal weapons and nearly indestructible armor. A dragon had little use for such things, but his followers certainly did.

“Do you wish me to send them away, my lord?” Oroneth asked. Rilas must have been silent for longer than he’d realized.

“No,” he said. “Where are they now?”

“Outside the gates. The Tirzak are awaiting your command.”

Rilas reached out through the invisible tendrils of power that connected him to his followers. The warriors at the gate weren’t bound to his power, otherwise they could have told him about the prisoners themselves without needing Oroneth. But Rilas located one of his disciples nearby, and he mentally commanded the mantis channeler to go and have a look at the drow for himself. Once the Tirzak drew close, Rilas forced a sliver of his own consciousness through the tendrils, enough to allow him to see through the eyes of his follower as if he were there himself.

Three drow were waiting patiently, their faces and bodies concealed by thick black cloaks. They were all male, and he could tell that the leader was an experienced warrior from his dark metal armor—the drow didn’t waste precious adamantine on the weak.

“Tell them that the future Dragon Sovereign of Lostrien will meet them atop Ashthorn Rise in one hour,” Rilas said. “Be late, and be devoured.”

“Ashthorn Rise, my lord?”

The seneschal was undoubtedly wondering why his master wouldn’t simply fly down into the fortress and meet his guests there in the audience chamber. But this was one meeting Rilas intended to have in his full dragon form, and he simply wouldn’t fit inside Oro Sarn’s narrow corridors unless he transformed back into a man or a Wyrmidon.

“Yes,” Rilas said, stretching out his wings. “There we shall see what House Ulyr has to offer.”
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The drow arrived early. Rilas wasn’t surprised; the elite warriors of the Great Dark were supposed to be every bit as skilled and competent as their highborn counterparts, not to mention fanatically committed to their house. Two of the drow remained at the bottom of the hill while the third began a slow ascent. Even from here, Rilas could see their faintly glowing red eyes.

Ashthorn Rise wasn’t a particularly unique landmark in terms of appearance, but it had been given a name due to its historical importance. The last dragon scion of House Ashthorn had supposedly met his end on this hill while defending a Windsong patriarch from a bitter house rival a few thousand years ago.

Rilas didn’t particularly care about the veracity of the legend; he had simply wanted an isolated meeting spot several miles outside of Oro Sarn where he could meet with the drow in private. The fact that his guest would have to spend ten minutes trudging up the steep hill while looking up at his glorious dragon form was merely a bonus.

Distantly, he wondered what the drow thought of his kind. The Vaz Gorati had done everything they could to keep the bloodlines pure, which meant ensuring that Wyrm Lords didn’t share their seed with lesser elves or dustborn. The drow houses didn’t have any dragons, as far as he knew. They were content to worship their fickle imprisoned goddess and beg her for power instead.

Rilas doubted that Zelioth actually answered their prayers. While the Matron Mother of a traditional drow house was also supposed to be priestess of the Spider Queen, he assumed that the drow priestesses were just like the Vaz Gorati—sorceresses masquerading as the servants of a god. The only true disciples of a god these days were his Tirzak. They received their power directly from him and only him.

As it should be.

“My lord,” the drow leader said as he took a knee at the top of the hill. “It is an honor to stand before the exalted heir of House Bastrel.”

“I’m sure it is,” Rilas replied, looking the man over. His breath remained steady despite the long climb, a sign of his excellent training and physical conditioning. If nothing else, it meant he would probably taste better if Rilas got bored.

“Our mistress wishes to express her relief that your hallowed bloodline was not extinguished as so many believe,” the drow put in. “It would have been a great tragedy for a powerful house to meet such an ignoble end.”

“Yes, I’ve no doubt there would have been a day of mourning all across Ust Perya,” Rilas muttered. “Truly, I’m touched by the kind words of a complete stranger.”

He pulled himself up to his full height and opened his mouth enough that the drow would be able to see the moonlight glinting off his teeth. “Enough prattle. Who are you and what do you want?”

“My name is Jhael, Captain of the Shadowguard and envoy of House Ulyr,” he said. “My mistress recently learned of your return, and she wishes to aid you in your quest to become Dragon Sovereign.”

“Is that so?” Rilas asked. “News must travel quickly through the Dark. I’m surprised she’s even aware of the situation here.”

“House Ulyr has always taken great interest in the affairs of the surface, but the Empire and its Vaz Gorati stewards want nothing to do with us. They treat us with contempt and isolate us like lepers.”

“And for some reason, your mistress doesn’t believe that I would do the same?”

“She does not,” Jhael said. “She believes that we share many of the same enemies, and that there is no reason our Houses cannot find common ground.”

The White Wyrm snorted. The hot air from his snout ruffled the shadow knight’s black cloak. “I always knew that the Great Houses would eventually come begging me for proper vassalage, but I never expected the first request to come from below.”

“My mistress is not seeking vassalage, my lord. What she offers is a mutually beneficial partnership.”

Rilas lowered his head again. “Then your mistress doesn’t understand the surface world as well as she believes. Dragon Sovereigns do not forge alliances between equals, because we have none. Those who wish to serve us must pledge themselves as vassals. Only then can they benefit from our power and protection.”

The shadow knight hesitated. “I’ve no doubt that my mistress would be pleased to discuss the finer details of a long-term relationship, my lord, but for now she simply wishes to make an exchange.”

“A favor for a favor,” Rilas said, recalling the summary from his seneschal. “What is it she wants?”

“She requires the aid of a dragon in dealing with a lingering threat to Ust Perya,” Jhael said. “But in exchange, she’s willing to offer you great power.”

The only reason Rilas didn’t roll his eyes was that the motion took more effort as a dragon than an elf. “I already possess great power. Should I give you a demonstration so you stop wasting my time?”

“You do not possess this kind of power, my lord. That is why your father sought it out when he made a bargain with the Matron Mother.”

Rilas brought his head close enough to the shadow knight that he could have swallowed him whole with a single quick movement. “My father? Explain.”

To his credit, Jhael didn’t flinch despite the teeth near his head. Perhaps he was counting on his adamantine armor making him difficult to digest.

“Before launching his rebellion against the throne, your father ventured into the Great Dark and met with House Ulyr. He was given an ancient relic taken from the vaults of Ust Perya—a relic that was later confiscated by the Vaz Gorati after House Bastrel’s defeat. Even now, the blood witches keep it secured within their temple in Karthuil, concealing its presence from the Dragon Sovereign they claim to serve.”

Rilas gave the man a hard, withering stare as he tried to decide whether or not the drow was telling the truth. Few things were more suicidal than lying point-blank to a dragon, but Rilas had never heard anything about his father ever traveling to Ust Perya. But then again, nearly everyone who could have known about such a journey had been killed in the final battle or executed as a traitor shortly thereafter.

“What is this relic?” Rilas asked.

“A source of rare knowledge about the shadow realm and its energies,” Jhael said. “My mistress believes that it is where your father learned the curse he placed upon Sovereign Alessara and her bloodline.”

An excited tingle rippled through Rilas’s white scales as he slowly leaned backward. “Tell me more, little drow. Including precisely what this mistress of yours expects in return.”


12
The Warning


Our worries about the political scandal caused by a drow staying in the palace were premature. Because by the time Kyriel was meeting with her court the next morning, news came in that Rilas Bastrel and his Tirzak swarm were on the move.

“As you are aware, Your Highness, our scouts spotted a large force of mantis warriors on the road north of Oro Sarn,” Legate Morovir said in his deep cultured voice. “We remain unsure of how they traveled so far in the Steppes without being noticed, but our best guess is that the Tirzak had been moving warriors into the mountains where they’re more difficult for us to spot. In effect, they’ve been able to advance dozens of miles north before we realized what was happening.”

“Another grave mistake by the Legion,” General Laeryl replied with a frustrated grimace. She was looming over the battle map in the palace war room, her blue Wyrmguard platemail a sharp contrast to Morovir’s lighter but more heavily decorated laminar armor. “We’re already far out of position. Losing an entire day to incompetence is unacceptable.”

“Except that none of this would be happening if your men hadn’t allowed Her Highness to be captured by the enemy in the first place,” Morovir shot back. “I suggest that you—”

“We can assign blame later,” Kyriel interrupted. “Please continue, Legate.”

The Dragon Princess looked cool and authoritative in her stone chair, her expression and posture that of a wizened ruler far beyond her years. No matter how many times I saw her look like this, I couldn’t help but be impressed. Her mother really had taught her well.

Unfortunately, the two other military leaders in attendance weren’t nearly as poised. The Legion and Wyrmguard fulfilled very different functions, and some amount of rivalry was always expected between rank-and-file armies and elite soldiers. But Legate Morovir and General Laeryl had been at each other’s throats since the scouts had returned with news an hour ago, and I was beyond tired of it.

I’d been at the officer’s meeting with them when the news had come in, and we’d called for an immediate conference in the palace war room. It was a sudden and stark shift to what I had hoped would be a calm and uneventful next few days. Vinarys and her alchemists still needed time to study the Matron Mother’s potion, just like Kyriel still needed time to rally the other houses while simultaneously assuring them that the drow in the palace was merely a diplomatic envoy from House Ulyr, not a threat.

“However the Tirzak managed to conceal their movements, they are moving with great speed,” Morovir said. “They will be able to cross the border by tomorrow afternoon at the latest.”

“Meaning they could reach Vereska by nightfall,” Kyriel reasoned, her expression turning grim.

“They could, but that’s not where they seem to be going,” I told her, tapping the map. “If they were, they would have turned east toward the lake. We believe they are headed for the Highlands instead.”

“What?” Kyriel stammered, her posture stiffening. “I thought you all agreed that Bastrel would attack House Akathi in Vereska.”

“That would be the smartest decision from his perspective, so we assumed he would take it,” Morovir said. “Vereska’s fortifications are weak, and the city’s placement near the lake would make it difficult for us to reinforce quickly. The Highlands are much easier for us to defend. The Veldrachi Rangers have been laying traps and hazards in the border hills for most of the week, and House Starmantle’s forces should be able to stall the monsters in the hills outside Tari Hyare long enough for us to dispatch reinforcements. If we’re lucky, House Akathi will send some as well. Instead of fighting one house, he’ll be fighting three.”

Kyriel glared at the map. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Unless it’s another trap like the Crossroads,” Laeryl replied darkly. “The Bastrels have a long and well-earned reputation for arrogance, but not stupidity. Why would he make such an obvious tactical mistake?”

“Lumos Bastrel may have been a student of war and magic, but this secret scion of his is barely two decades old—a child, at best.” Morovir’s cheek twitched as he belatedly realized his mistake. “Present company excluded, of course, Your Highness.”

“Rilas may be young, but he’s no fool,” Kyriel said. “Insane, yes, but not a fool. He must have a reason for sending his forces to the Highlands.”

“Perhaps he has more Tirzak buried underground in the border hills,” Laeryl suggested. “That’s how they were able to ambush in the Crossroads.”

“Yes, but we weren’t watching the Crossroads as carefully as we’ve been watching the hills,” Morovir countered. “The most experienced rangers in Lostrien are out there right now. I sincerely doubt that they’d miss an army gathering beneath their feet.”

Kyriel looked up at me, apparently noticing that I was stirring uncomfortably in place while the others argued. “Lord Farric?” she prompted. “You have something to add?”

I took a deep breath. These meetings with the military leadership were proving difficult for me. Legate Morovir was the commander of the entire Blue Legion, and I still hadn’t gotten used to standing in the same room with a man most of my fellow soldiers viewed as a god. I never imagined I’d speak with him directly, let alone be planning a war campaign alongside him. It was the same feeling I’d experienced around the Dragon Father before the battle of the Crossroads.

But I’d gotten over it then, and I needed to get over it now. I was a Wyrm Lord, not a simple soldier.

“I don’t think it’s a trap, Your Highness,” I said. “I think it’s a form of control.”

“Explain,” Kyriel said.

I looked down at the war table again. We had rolled out a highly detailed map of Lostrien that included the Wyvernwing Coast, the Veldrachi Highlands, and the Sallow Steppes—the lands belonging to House Akathi, House Starmantle, and House Windsong, respectively. Small figures represented the various armies currently on the field.

“If Rilas attacked Vereska, he could likely take the city for all the reasons we’ve discussed,” I said. “But from his perspective, there’s also a chance that Akathi could call for a retreat and pull all his men all the way back to Rhunaste. Doing so would sacrifice an enormous amount of territory and abandon thousands of his people in the process, but it would also buy him time. It would force Rilas to march all the way to the coast, which would take several more days and give us an opportunity to flank the Tirzak or launch a counterattack on Oro Sarn while the bulk of his army is out of position.”

I tapped the sprawling hills at the border of the Highlands. “The terrain may be less favorable to him here, but knowing exactly how your enemy will react is worth a lot. He knows for a fact that we’ll send our forces here. In that sense, he’ll be controlling us.”

“What good does that do if we slaughter him on the field?” Morovir asked. The man had a weathered face for an elf, and it was scrunched in a combination of annoyance and contempt. But once again, he caught himself shortly after speaking. “Again, I mean no disrespect, my lord. I am only trying to understand what—”

“You weren’t there at the Crossroads,” I told him. “The Tirzak are strong and coordinated in a way they’ve never been before. Yes, they caught us by surprise, but even without the White Wyrm directly supporting them, the Tirzak killed thousands of our men. If he’s actually there fighting alongside them in the Highlands…”

“He might believe he can win,” Kyriel finished.

I nodded. “If he’s confident that he can crush us on the field regardless of the terrain, he might as well force a confrontation. He knows that if we suffer another defeat like at the Crossroads, the other houses might surrender to him outright rather than risk being destroyed. I doubt he cares about Tari Hyare or even the Highlands—he just thinks he can end the war with a single concerted blow.”

“What are you suggesting?” Morovir asked. “That’s we allow him to attack the Highlands unopposed?”

“No, of course not,” I said. “I just don’t think we should go into this assuming that our enemy is making a tactical mistake. Rilas wants to fight us head-on, and we should plan our strategy accordingly. I suggest smaller, more selective engagements in the hills rather than committing to a single large attack in case he does have reserves concealed underground.”

“Keep his forces bogged down, prick at their sides when we can, but don’t give him the big fight he wants until we have to,” General Laeryl added with a nod. “We can let the Veldrachi Rangers harass him for quite a while before we commit to anything—that’s what they’re best at. Bastrel might believe he can control us, but we can figure out ways to control him.”

“And you’re right, he is arrogant,” Kyriel agreed. “We saw it first-hand. There must be a way we can use that against him.”

“Perhaps,” Morovir mused.

The Legion commander was a prideful man, there was no doubt about it. Age and success seemed to have that effect on everyone, elf and dustborn alike. But even though he was clearly annoyed about having his authority upended—by a man who’d been a mere human centurion a month ago, no less—Morovir thankfully wasn’t the type to allow it to compromise his judgement. We continued discussing strategy for the better part of an hour, and by the time Kyriel made her decision, we were all more or less in agreement about what needed to be done.

All of us, that is, except for Kyriel herself.

“I want to be there,” she said once the others were gone and the two of us were alone with the statues in the war room. “I want to look that smug bastard in his good eye while I fire a dozen arrows down his throat.”

I smiled. “I know.”

“A Dragon Sovereign is supposed to lead her armies in battle, not sit on her throne being useless.” Kyriel’s jaw clenched, and she shook her head in frustration. “But I can’t become a dragon, so I’m not really a Sovereign am I? I’m a steward…a regent…a seat warmer. I’m useless.”

“You’re the Dragon Princess of Lostrien, and you’re the only thing holding the province together,” I told her. “You need to stay here because you’re important. That’s the opposite of being useless.”

I didn’t expect the argument to work, but I made it anyway. I understood her frustration perfectly—the Blue Legion was about to go to war again, and she wanted to be there. Especially since the last time we’d left Tir Bereth, we had been marching to rescue her.

“I wish I could use Vin’s amulet,” Kyriel whispered. “So the two of us could face Rilas together while Vin stays here and keeps the throne warm.”

I snorted softly. “Vin is many things, but she’s not a princess.”

“She’s not a warrior, either.”

“No, but we’re going to need her amulet if we confront Rilas. And that means I need to take her with me.”

Kyriel swore under her breath. “I really wish the drow had been able to tell us more about it. We still have no idea what it is or how it works.”

“I’ll just be glad if it works again,” I said. “But I don’t see any other option than to bring it along and try.”

“What we need is my mother. With two dragons against one, the amulet wouldn’t even matter.”

I glanced over at the door. “Did you have a chance to meet with the alchemists? Have they made any progress?”

“They confirmed that there’s dragon blood in the mixture, but that’s about all so far,” Kyriel said. “Whatever the drow put in there, it seems to be making it more difficult to study. They need more time.”

She sighed and rubbed her eyes. “Though to be honest, they understand so little about this shadow curse that they may never be able to figure it out. Sooner or later we’re going to have to use it and see what happens.”

“Vin said your mother was still stable for now. You don’t have to make a decision this minute. With what she’s been through, she’s going to need time to recover even if the potion works.” I took a deep breath and put as much confidence into my voice as I could muster. “This is our battle, and I intend to win it.”

Kyriel rose from her chair and glided over to me. “I just need you to be careful. I agree with everything you said. Rilas can’t be doing this by accident. I’m worried—we still don’t understand the full extent of his powers. He may not be a god, but he’s definitely more than a dragon.”

“We drove him back once, we’ll do it again,” I said, sliding my hands around her waist. “If we can give him a bloody nose, it might encourage the other houses to send more of their men. Before you know it, we’ll have an army capable of taking on the entire swarm.”

Kyriel smiled and planted a soft kiss on my lips. “Just make sure you come back,” she said, sliding her hand through my illusory clothing to touch my chest. “I’m not bored of you quite yet.”
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By late that afternoon, four Legion cohorts were marching north from Tir Bereth to the Veldrachi Highlands. Combined with two additional cohorts of vassal house soldiers, one from the Drakenmire and one from the Andolus Drylands, we had roughly three thousand men in total. It was a modest force, to be sure, but once we met up with House Starmantle’s forces, we would have roughly similar numbers to the enemy. Our scouts had only spotted around six thousand Tirzak marching to the Highlands, which was less than a fifth of Rilas’s total forces at Oro Sarn. And while I found it highly unlikely that this was all an elaborate gambit to draw us away so that he could attack the capital, we couldn’t afford to leave Tir Bereth defenseless. We would just have to make do with what we had.

The biggest issue was that our men were going to be late to the fight if the Veldrachi Rangers couldn’t slow the enemy down. I was also a little worried about Rilas launching an attack on the border fortress of Tari Hyare all by himself, so Vinarys and I set off that afternoon to start coordinating the defenses.

The priestess’s reaction to the news was mixed, to put it mildly. On the one hand, our skirmishes with Rilas at the Crossroads had involved more personal combat than she had ever expected to face. She was a healer, not a fighter, and the prospect of seeing more of the war first-hand clearly scared the hell out of her.

Yet at the same time, she was downright giddy to have me to herself for a while. It didn’t bother her in the slightest that we’d have to sleep on the cold hard ground inside a tent near the fortress. Vin seemed perfectly content with any accommodations, as long as they afforded me the time and privacy to provide her with a daily dose of dragon seed.

Our initial night at camp was largely uneventful. House Starmantle’s men had already been stationed at the old border fortress for a few days now, and they’d been constructing additional palisades at the edge of the hills for if and when the enemy attempted to advance. The house sorcerers had also been working to strengthen the existing fortifications in any way that they could, which mostly involved them providing magical support to the masons working to repair and replace broken or worn stones. If not for the vatari shortage, they might have been able to add enchantments to the walls, but the crystals were simply too rare and precious right now to waste on anything other than the most critical works of artifice.

Still, I felt pretty good about the condition of the tower and the defenses, especially after I rendezvoused with Arindur. The Ranger Captain was all too happy to tell me about the many surprises that he and his men had left for the enemy in the hills. Pits, snares, traps…from the sounds of it, the Veldrachi Rangers had transformed the terrain into a deadly hazard the likes of which Lostrien had never seen. Even if he was exaggerating a little, I had far more confidence that the Tirzak would be forced to greatly slow their advance and give our reinforcements plenty of time to reach the field.

Vinarys spent the evening coordinating with the apothecaries and healers who were preparing potions and poultices for the soldiers. Vatari may have been in short supply, but herbs fortunately weren’t. The tower had enough supplies for an army twice the size as the one we expected to field, and provisions were similarly abundant. No matter how the battle went, at least our men wouldn’t be sick or starving.

I also used the downtime to speed along a plan I’d set in motion after the Crossroads. After Vin’s amulet had harmed Rilas, I’d had a sneaking suspicion that she would have to fight again eventually, so I’d ordered the Legion armorers to craft her something reasonably protective. The red-dyed leather cuirass wasn’t as fancy or protective as steel or moonsilver chain, but it was better than nothing. She protested the whole ordeal, especially when I forced her to stand still while the armorers made adjustments. But she eventually came around and accepted her fate, and once we entered our tent to get some sleep, she finally admitted that it was perfectly comfortable.

That didn’t stop her from stripping out of it as quickly as possible once we were alone, of course. She insisted that I have my way with her all night, which I did without hesitation.

The military situation hadn’t changed much by morning. If anything, the Tirzak were moving slower than we’d thought. By midday, it became abundantly clear that they weren’t going to reach us by nightfall; by nightfall, Arindur was no longer convinced they were going to reach us at all.

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” the ranger commented. “They’re practically tripping over themselves out there. They’ve only advanced a few miles all day.”

We were standing on the highest plateau to the west of Tari Hyare, but the elevation was still too low for us to see very far into the border hills even during the daylight hours, let alone at night. The area was called Sunbreak Ridge for a good reason. I had been in my full golden wyrm form most of the day, and Vin was off coordinating with the other healers again.

“We laid snares and traps all over the road by the lake in case they tried to squeeze through, but they never bothered,” Arindur added with a snort. “The bugs are determined to stay in the hills for some reason.”

“Maybe they thought you trapped the road more than the hills,” I suggested.

“We did,” he said, giving me a wolfish smile. “I figured they’d be smart enough to get out of the uneven terrain as quickly as possible, but apparently not.”

I shook my huge draconic head in confusion. The Veldrachi Rangers knew the terrain of Lostrien better than anyone, and the Highlands were their home and primary training grounds. Attacking this position after they’d had ample time to prepare was incomprehensibly foolish. One might as well have walked into the Underworld after it had been booby trapped by the drow.

“We don’t have a perfect count, but the best guess is still around six thousand bugs in total, and that’s including the flyers,” Arindur said. “They’re spread pretty thin across several miles, and most of the siege equipment they were lugging along behind them has gotten stuck in our snares.”

“Fitting, since they stole it all from Oro Sarn,” I muttered.

“It’s not going back anytime soon. The bugs are definitely better at dealing with rough terrain than the average Legion cohort, but I’m sure we can keep them pinned in the hills for another day, probably two.”

He snorted and crossed his arms. “If I were them, I’d be embarrassed. Any Imperial commander who did something this stupid would get strung up by his own men. Maybe we’ve been overestimating the bugs all along.”

“You were there at the Crossroads,” I reminded him. “You saw how coordinated they were compared to the past.”

“Maybe we only thought they were because they caught us with our knickers down.”

I glanced out to the rough, cliff-like hills again. Back in the palace war room, I’d argued that Rilas must have had a reason for attacking the Highlands. But now that I was here, it was starting to seem that Legate Morovir had been right—this was just a regular mistake by a young, inexperienced commander who fancied himself a dragon warlord.

“Could they be up to something?” I asked. “Could more of them be hiding underground in the hopes that we press an attack?”

“No,” Arindur said flatly. “Now that we’ve seen that trick, we’re prepared for it. We haven’t spotted any evidence of burrows or tunnels, and most of the terrain is too rocky to dig very far anyway.”

“Mm,” I murmured, the sound coming out as a long rumble. I agreed with him—laying an ambush at the Crossroads or in the Garothi Peaks was one thing, but Sunbreak Ridge was Veldrachi territory. There was no way the Tirzak could pull off the same stunt here.

“Do you have any recommendations?” I asked.

Arindur shrugged. “I’d say keep them pinned down as long as we can, maybe even after our reinforcements have arrived. There’s no reason to save them from their own stupidity. In the meantime, I think we should keep setting up more palisades. Once the Tirzak get close, we can thin their numbers further with barrages of arrows from the front and skirmishers from the sides. But who knows, maybe they’ll wise up and turn around before they get here.”

“Wouldn’t that be nice.”

I glanced up at the moonlit sky, searching for any sign of the White Wyrm himself. But I hadn’t seen Rilas since early this morning, when he’d been little more than a speck on the horizon to the south. I had expected him to be providing cover for his men at the very least, and the only reason I hadn’t flown out there myself was that I was still hoping to avoid a direct engagement with him if possible. As much as I personally wanted to rip his throat out, I simply didn’t understand his powers or Vin’s artifact well enough to go on the offensive. Staying here to protect our men seemed like the smarter option, especially since the enemy was struggling so badly to advance.

“When was the last sighting of the white dragon?” I asked.

“No one has spotted him since early this morning,” Arindur said. “Unfortunately, he hasn’t come anywhere close to the tower.”

“You want him to attack Tari Hyare? You do realize he could freeze the whole structure with his breath, right?”

“He’s welcome to try. We have a few more surprises ready in case he does.” The ranger paused and glanced up at me. “House Starmantle brought a few adamantine ballista bolts out of storage.”

“Are you serious?” I asked. “No vassal house is supposed to own those.”

“I didn’t ask where they came from,” Arindur said, lifting his hands innocently. “But they’re damn old, I’ll tell you that, and there’s only a few of them. But if that white-scaled bastard isn’t expecting them, one lucky shot might take him out of the sky.”

I glanced back at the defense tower and the huge ballista mounted on top. So-called “dragonkiller” bolts were preposterously expensive, and in practice they weren’t even all that effective. Hitting a fast-moving target with a ballista was difficult under the best of circumstances, and launching bolts that were worth as much or more than the ballista itself wasn’t a sustainable strategy.

But the Empire was ruled by the Wyrm Lords, and I’d always wondered if some of the animosity between the Avetharri and the drow was a byproduct of the adamantine trade. The dark elves controlled the supply of the only metal which could reliably pierce dragon scales, and that made them a uniquely dangerous threat.

“Well, I’m going to do a flyover to see things for myself,” I said. “Maybe Rilas will come out of hiding so you can shoot him down.”

“I thought you wanted to avoid fighting him unless he attacked first?” Arindur asked.

“I did, and I still do. But you just said that no one has seen him for quite a while.”

“Still, I don’t know if you should go alone. I could send a few wyverns to help.”

I lifted a claw to wave off his concern. The gesture made sense as a man, but like so many other things, it looked awkward as hell as a dragon. I really needed to get used to spending more time in this form.

“I’m not planning to engage them,” I said. “I only want to have a look.”

“And remind them that we have a dragon on the field?”

“It can’t hurt, though I’m sure most of them spotted me flying around.” I puffed some hot air out of my nostrils. “Something feels wrong about all of this. I want to figure out what it is.”

I briefly considered retrieving Vinarys before I launched myself back into the sky, but like I’d told Arindur, I had no intention of engaging the enemy yet. And more importantly, getting in and out quickly would be easier without having to worry about flying steady for my rider.

A few short minutes later, I was in the air soaring south over the rolling mass of rocky ground separating the Sallow Steppes from the Veldrachi Highlands. I flew higher than normal—higher than I ever had before, in fact—to give myself the clearest view of the terrain. Between the moonlight and the sensitivity of my dragon eyes, I could see for miles in every direction despite the darkness.

My first thought was to once again appreciate the sheer stupidity of trying to move an army over this terrain. While I could easily fly over the hills in about an hour, the most well-trained army in Varellon would struggle to make the journey in a day or two, and that was without all the traps and hazards set by the rangers.

The decision grew even more baffling when I saw the Tirzak for myself. The female flyers were unaffected by the rough terrain, of course, though they didn’t seem to be moving in any distinct formations. Below them, the ground-locked warriors were lumbering over the cliffs and rocks in scattered groups, almost like ants following multiple trails of sugar across a dirty floor.

No, that wasn’t right. Ants were highly organized, albeit by instinct rather than discipline. But the Tirzak in the hills below me weren’t moving in an orderly fashion at all. Had I been flying a little higher and not known what I was looking for, I could have mistaken them for untrained conscripts struggling to obey their commander’s orders. It was the complete opposite of the supremely coordinated force we had battled at the Crossroads. There, the Tirzak had been fighting and moving as if they were all receiving directions from the same leader. Now, it was like they had no leaders at all.

What in the bloody void was going on?

Curiosity finally got the better of me, and I dove lower to get a clearer look. If the bugs hadn’t seen me coming before, they definitely did now. Some of the warriors rushed to cover, while others simply scattered. At first, it seemed like the flyers might merge into a formation to attack me, but they also began to disperse as if they were terrified by the sight of a dragon. Strangest of all, I spotted numerous Tirzak on the ground who looked downright sickly. They moved as if they could barely keep themselves upright.

But before I could leap to any conclusions about a potential plague spreading through the enemy ranks, I realized that none of the sickly ones were carrying weapons. They weren’t warriors—the markings on their shells and the styling of their hide armor were more shamanistic.

In other words, they were channelers. Specifically, the ones who had been empowered with magic by Rilas himself.

I leveled out my flight, no longer concerned about an enemy counterattack. Unless this was a deception on such a grand scale it defied belief, the enemy was completely and utterly hapless. I was tempted to fly back to Tari Hyare and call for a full-on aerial attack once the Akathi leophon knights arrived from Vereska. A group of battle sorcerers could inflict tremendous damage right now, and archers could easily pick off any stragglers. We could conceivably route the enemy in less than an hour.

But my gut kept telling me that I was missing something, that it was simply too good to be true. So rather than calling for reinforcements, I decided to test the waters for myself. Arindur had said that the enemy siege weapons were stuck, and it didn’t take me long to locate them. Ballistae, catapults, a siege tower—the Tirzak had pilfered quite a few old devices from Oro Sarn. They were all old and of limited utility without magic to enhance and fortify them, and trying to drag them through the hills was the height of futility. Several of the catapults had already broken down, and a few of the ballistae were stuck in rough mud. I couldn’t imagine a better means of testing whether or not this was all an elaborate trap.

Lowering my left wing, I dove toward the siege weapons. The air broke over my face like water over the bow of a ship, hissing as it whipped past my ears. My heart began pounding in my chest, and my draconic vision grew sharper the closer I got to my prey. A primal urge to kill rippled through me, as unsettling as it was exhilarating.

I was no longer a soldier. I was a hunter. A predator.

The predator. A lion among lambs. A wolf among sheep.

A dragon.

Flames roiled in my gut as I swept over the hills, my shadow immense blotting out the bright moon. Many of the Tirzak fled at my approach, but a few held their ground. I felt the faintest pressure of javelins and thrown blades striking my scales, but they may as well have been mosquitos trying to pierce steel plates. Even the flyers and their toxic darts weren’t a threat to a golden wyrm.

I spewed flame from my maw as I streaked past the siege equipment, obliterating everything and everyone in my path. Chitin, flesh, wood, even metal—the only difference was how quickly it burned to ash or melted into slag. Between the rush of the air and the roar of the flames, I could barely hear the screams of the Tirzak I was incinerating.

I climbed back into the sky after I had finished my strafing run, and I turned my head to appraise the damage as I took a long, winding turn across the battlefield. I had hit a larger area than I’d realized—the blazing trail must have stretched for an entire mile or more, and the flickering orange light bathed the hills. It was like I had conjured a moat of lava across the very face of the world.

I’d hit half the siege engines, reducing them to little more than burned-out husks, and I only saw a few charred shells amongst the devastation. The other Tirzak had run or been melted all the way down to their bones.

It was an abject slaughter; there was no other way to describe it. I had expected some of the Tirzak to try and blast me with magic while I attacked, but I hadn’t been struck by a single burst of Aetheric energy. And without magic or a dragon of their own, there was quite literally nothing the enemy could do to stop me.

That is, unless they had a dragon of their own. But Rilas was nowhere to be seen, nor was the strange magic he had been granting to his Tirzak followers. Where was he? What could he possibly be doing that was more important than protecting his army? It didn’t make any sense.

But on some level, it also didn’t matter. The enemy was here now, and I had a chance to destroy them without putting any of my soldiers at risk. I drew in another deep breath, lowered my wings…

And pressed my attack.


Interlude
Rilas


Rilas Bastrel could hear them calling out to him in desperation. Thousands of them were out there, frightened and alone, seemingly abandoned by their god while marching to their enemy’s doorstep. Many would die without his protection. Some voices within the swarm might even begin to doubt the strength and commitment of their Dragon God.

But that would all change once he and his new allies found the relic they were looking for. A few thousand disposable followers was a small price to pay for the power to reshape the Empire. Gods had servants for a reason.

Rilas pounded his white wings in an attempt to gain speed, but flying inside the Pale wasn’t as straightforward as the physical world. While there was still plenty of air, it was unusually stubborn, as if it was too heavy to move. At times, it felt as if he were flying through soup rather than sky.

The trip from the Sallow Steppes to Karthuil would have been much quicker if he could have stayed in the physical world, but the whole point of this attack was to catch the blood witches by surprise. Without the cover of a storm, his huge white body would have been spotted from many miles away. House Starmantle would have rallied its soldiers, and he would have had to fight and kill thousands of his future subjects just to reach the Temple of the Dragon Goddess. The Vaz Gorati might realize what he was after and run off with his prize.

But this way, the blood witches wouldn’t see their doom coming.

The fortress city of Karthuil eventually appeared on the horizon, first as a roiling mass of distant shadows and later as an imperious mountain citadel not altogether dissimilar from Oro Sarn. A massive semi-circular wall had protected the bastion of House Starmantle for many thousands of years, and an entire garrison of elite Veldrachi Rangers protected it at all times, making any direct assault on land nearly impossible.

When Rilas had informed the clutch mothers that he was heading in this direction, they had shared an ancestral memory of an old battle where a few hundred arcane archers had held off thousands of Tirzak all by themselves. Looking down at the terrain and fortifications for the first time, he could believe it.

But while physical structures were still formidable barriers in the mortal world, here in the Pale they were little more than an inconvenience. Even if Rilas hadn’t been able to fly over the wall, he could have simply commanded the dark stones to part for him. Willpower was the sovereign force of the Pale; a man could bend reality itself to his whims if he had sufficient mental fortitude. That was the real reason the Empire feared and banned the practice of shadow magic. If every sorcerer in the Empire could learn how to walk through walls, no one would ever be safe.

Rilas landed in the center of the city square. The streets were eerily empty in the shadow realm, as if he had traveled far into the future where Karthuil was nothing but an abandoned ruin, though every once in a while he would catch a glimmer of movement from inside a building. Demons, perhaps, pressing against the invisible walls of the Pale in the hopes of escaping. Or maybe it was the opposite—maybe he was seeing the shadowy reflections of the mortals on the other side, completely oblivious to all the dangerous monsters pressing against the Veil they couldn’t perceive.

“Your next Sovereign is right here,” he said, his voice sounding oppressively loud as it broke the silence. “I’m looking out for you, and you don’t even realize it.”

Rilas chuckled as he swept his gaze across the length of the city. Just like Castle Windsong in Oro Sarn, Starmantle Keep was pressed up against the mountains. He could see a faint blue glow from within, likely a wardstone meant to strengthen the Veil and prevent anyone from Palewalking through the walls. The devices were difficult to create, and the ongoing vatari shortage was undoubtedly making them rarer than they already were. But Princess Kyriel was part Starmantle, so she must have shared one of the wardstones with them.

The temple of the Dragon Goddess Lahara was also protected, though not by a wardstone. Despite its size, the huge building still would have been difficult to make out amongst the long gray shadows if it weren’t also glowing. Once Rilas stalked closer, he could make out a wall of protective golden glyphs surrounding the entire property. The symbols would be invisible in the physical realm, but here in the Pale they were blindingly bright cast against the otherwise colorless darkness.

As far as he knew, the blood witches had never shared the secrets of their protective ritual. All Rilas knew—all most people he had interrogated seemed to know—was that the Vaz Gorati used some combination of dragon blood and raw vatari crystals to sanctify their holy sites. Ostensibly, it was to protect them from demons, though it also had the side effect of preventing him from simply walking through the walls and taking what he wanted.

Because it was definitely here. He couldn’t see anything—the temple walls inside the protective glyphs were an opaque shroud—but he could definitely sense something. A power. A presence. A dark secret waiting to be revealed…

“What secrets did you find in Ust Perya, Father?” Rilas asked. “What did the blood witches take from you?”

His question echoed through the shadow realm. The darkness didn’t answer, but he wasn’t worried. He would discover the truth himself soon enough. All he needed to do was convince the Vaz Gorati Blood Mother to help him open the vault. He doubted that the stubborn old cunt would be cooperative at first, but that was what his allies were for.

Smiling to himself, Rilas quelled the dragon blood burning inside him and reverted to his elven form. He may have come into this world as a man, but wearing the skin of one no longer felt natural. This Avetharri shell of his was too small, too spindly, too flawed. But tonight, appearing weak was exactly how he was going to regain the power his father had lost.

Once he had fully transformed, Rilas wrapped his naked body in the illusion of simple clothing and a dark, hooded cloak. He then stepped forward, passing through the Veil as easily as if he were climbing through an open window. The color and noise of the physical world returned in an instant, nearly overwhelming his senses. The sun wasn’t there to greet him with its blinding radiance, thankfully, but even the soft blue glowstones on the street lamps seemed unnaturally bright after hours in the shadow realm.

The temple district had been empty in the Pale, and it wasn’t much busier here. His drow allies had been told to create a distraction elsewhere in the city to draw away the guards, and they appeared to have done their job well. Rilas had always heard that drow shadow knights were ruthlessly efficient. Hopefully they wouldn’t disappoint him in the final act of tonight’s drama.

The Bastrel scion made his way toward the Temple of Lahara, his hobbling gait and heavy cloak making him appear like a pitiable beggar seeking solace in the embrace of the Dragon Goddess. Even at this hour, her priestesses would provide succor and sustenance to all who needed it. Some would argue that such acts of charity proved that the Vaz Gorati weren’t as cold or heartless as their critics claimed. To Rilas, it simply proved that they weren’t stupid. No religious order could function without the support of the people, and whatever pittance of golden drakadas the Sisterhood spent on charity surely paid for itself a hundred times over in the form of good will.

The gate to the temple wall was open, and Rilas passed through. He lifted his head enough to examine the giant structure up close, especially the statue of the Dragon Goddess wrapped around the white stone spire. The design really was an impressive feat of both architecture and artifice, and he could feel the magic of the invisible glyphs protecting it. He wouldn’t be able to shift into or out of the Pale here, and all of his shadow magic would be significantly weaker.

“Elu shala, stranger,” a female voice said as he approached the entrance to the spire. A middle-aged elven woman in a red Vaz Gorati robe emerged from the garden on the lefthand side of the courtyard. “Do you seek sanctuary in the arms in the Goddess?”

“I do,” Rilas replied, his voice sounding even weaker and more pathetic than he remembered. “But first, I need to speak with the Blood Mother. Is she still hosting confessionals?”

“Not at this hour, I’m afraid,” the woman replied with a smile. “But Sister Ganathel would be happy to ease your burden.”

“Thank you, but my soul cannot bear the weight of my sin any longer. Only the Blood Mother can help me atone for such a grave atrocity.”

The priestess came to an abrupt halt. “Atrocity?”

“Murder, specifically,” Rilas said. “Or murders, before the night is done. Though perhaps ‘massacre’ would be the most appropriate description. I suppose we’ll find out when we learn how many of your sisters I have to kill to get what I want.”

His left hand flashed out of his cloak and reached for her neck, transforming into a dragon claw as it moved. He could have easily slit her throat wide open, but he merely punctured it with his thumb instead. Hot blood erupted from the wound as if it were a geyser, spraying over his face and transforming her scream into a gurgle before it left her mouth. As she flailed to stem the fatal flow, he plugged it with the same thumb that had created it, then hoisted her body off the ground and carried it with him.

“Now,” he said, finishing his transformation into a Wyrmidon, “let’s see if the Blood Mother is willing to talk.”

He dragged the priestess through the front door, ignoring the frantic slaps of her fists on his arms. Two more of her sisters were waiting inside, and they both screamed in horror when they saw him. Rilas slowed his gait, hoping that at least one of them would be smart enough to run and alert the others. They were—the younger priestess bolted across the temple while the older one valiantly attempted to hold her ground. He felt a surge in the Aether, followed by a slow but steadily rising pain in his limbs as she attempted to use her blood magic to seize control of his body.

“I don’t think your goddess would approve,” Rilas said through his clenched maw. “Dragon blood is sacred, and here you are pissing in the font.”

With a snarl, he threw his hostage into her, sending them both tumbling away in a gasping, bloody heap. Before they could recover, he reared back and spewed his wintery breath across the entry foyer, freezing them solid and silencing their screams for good.

Finally unimpeded, he stomped past their frozen bodies and moved into the temple. The cavernous nave on the other side of the foyer was spacious and beautiful with all its painted glass windows and white marble statues. Every Dragon Apostle was represented here, not merely the Goddess Lahara, and Rilas took a moment to study the hallowed iconography as he made his way to the staircase on the lefthand side of the long aisle.

For all their faults, the Vaz Gorati clearly understood the value of maintaining appearances. Even he felt a sense of awe and wonder while he stood in the presence of such ancient and remarkable craftsmanship. The caretakers of the Imperial religion may have been corrupt and weak, but that didn’t mean there was no value whatsoever in the symbolism and history. If anything, it renewed his resolve to win this war as quickly as possible. The people of Lostrien—the people of the entire Empire—deserved a man like him to rebuild what had been lost. He just needed a little more power to see his vision of renewal fulfilled…

And a dragon princess in which to grow his heirs.

“Soon,” he whispered, making his way down the wide, winding staircase into the basement of the temple. His drow allies had informed him that the Vaz Gorati kept a variety of relics down here, most for their historical significance rather than their power, and he could have easily spent hours looking through the various rooms and passages. It was practically a crypt, only without the corpses.

His destination was on the western side behind a large, heavy wooden door. The frame was durable enough that he would have needed to transform into a full dragon to break through. But doing so would destroy much of the temple and its precious baubles, which was something Rilas wanted to avoid. Instead, he reached out to the dark energies of the Pale and employed a more subtle strategy.

The thick, durable wood began to decompose at the touch of his claw, as if decades were passing by with each heartbeat. It groaned and cracked as it rotted away, and once it was sufficiently weakened, Rilas simply smashed his way through and continued inside.

The rectangular stone room awaiting him was a vault…or rather, the entrance to a vault. The stone floor looked surprisingly barren, as did the circular slab protecting the inner vault. The small, unlit braziers flanking it on either side were also quite mundane. The room seemed egregiously out-of-place inside a temple filled with so many ostentatious decorations.

But it was all an illusion, a petty trick to convince intruders that there was nothing of value to steal. Rilas could sense the dormant wards on the floor yearning to be activated, just like he could sense the Aetheric seal protecting the vault itself. His shadow magic wouldn’t be able to wither this stone, nor could he turn into a dragon and smash it open. The Vaz Gorati had protected their prize with two different but equally important keys.

The first was dragon blood, which Rilas could obviously handle himself. The second key was more complicated, and it could easily slip through his fingers if his drow allies weren’t as competent as they claimed…

Fortunately, he didn’t have to wait long to find out. After the distant shouts and screams from the other side of the temple faded, Rilas heard the faintest shuffle of movement outside the vault. Four drow warriors cloaked in black leather emerged first, followed by the shadow knight, Jhael, and his adamantine plate. The man was carrying up an elderly Avetharri woman with a look of abject horror frozen on her face.

“Ah, Your Eminence, good,” Rilas said, turning. “I hope that my associates didn’t disturb you. Your acolytes said that you were too busy to host confessionals this evening.”

The drow had warned him that it would be difficult for Blood Mother Sianeth to speak with their paralytic poison racing through her old veins, but he wasn’t particularly interested in having a conversation with her anyway. All she needed to do was give the order to help him.

“What of the others?” Rilas asked.

“We’re holding three of the elder priestesses upstairs,” Jhael replied crisply. “Shall I bring them down?”

“Not yet.”

Rilas stepped closer to the old hag as Jhael propped her upright. It wasn’t difficult, since the poison had frozen her muscles. Combined with her advanced age, the stiffening effect made her look dead whenever her eyes and lips weren’t moving.

Jhael had been convinced that the elder priestesses would attempt to smuggle the Blood Mother out of the temple the moment they realized it was under attack, and he’d obviously been right. She and her advisors must have run straight into the escape tunnel—the tunnel that the drow had burrowed into several hours earlier.

“I do apologize for the extreme methods to get your attention, but I suspected you wouldn’t welcome me into your temple,” Rilas told her. “ It’s strange, really, considering it was built to worship gods like me.”

“Traitor…” Sianeth wheezed.

He snorted. “Ironic, coming from the lips of the woman who could have stopped all this before it began. If you had simply encouraged Sovereign Alessara to take my father as her first consort, none of us would be in this situation. But I’m sure the power was too tempting—you knew that the moment she chose a Starmantle, it meant that you, the highest ranking priestess of his fiefdom, would become one of her top advisors.”

Rilas shook his head in disgust. “You see, this is the problem with building religions around powerless gods—there’s no one to put you in your place. If this Dragon Goddess of yours was truly worth worshiping, she would have personally ripped out your throat for placing your own needs above those of the province. But instead, your little scheme worked, and you’ve had twenty years to watch Lostrien wither and die.”

Sianeth’s parched lips twisted as she tried to speak, but nothing came out.

“It’s all right,” Rilas soothed. “This is just more proof of why our province needs me. The moment any of my subjects disappoint me, I will simply devour them. That’s the kind of swift, decisive justice the Empire needs if it’s going to survive.”

He glared at her for a moment, relishing the terror in her eyes, before he glanced back at the unlit braziers.

“There are two keys to this vault, dragon blood and Vaz Gorati magic,” he said. “Before you die, you’re going to help me open it and reclaim the prize you stole from my father.”

“Ne…never…” Sianeth rasped.

“Then let me rephrase: you are going to help me open this vault, or you’re going to sit here, paralyzed, while I consume every last priestess in this city one delectable bite at a time.”

Rilas smiled. “It’s your choice, Eminence. But I suggest you make it quickly.”
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Kyriel

“This is intolerable,” Kyriel said to no one. “I should be out there fighting. I should be there with Sol!”

She half expected Duatha to emerge from the shadows of her balcony, but her spirit panther apparently had good enough sense to avoid her when she was brooding. It wasn’t as if he could help her anyway. Nothing could, short of getting on the back of a wyvern and flying to Tari Hyare herself.

It would be in character, she thought to herself. How many times did I fly out to the Garothi Peaks to prove my theory about the Tirzak?

The thought brought a smile to her lips. She’d only been regent for a little over a week, and she was already getting wistful about being an impetuous princess who did whatever she wanted without considering the consequences. It was beyond silly.

And yet she was still tempted to go through with it. Her consort was out there in the Highlands fighting a battle that would determine the very fate of the province, and she couldn’t stand the thought of sitting here doing nothing. Yes, someone needed to manage her mother’s court. And yes, someone needed to…

She lost her train of thought when she heard the door to her chamber open behind her. When she glanced over her shoulder, she saw Liawen making her way through the room and out to the balcony.

“I’m not hungry,” Kyriel said with a wave of her hand. “And besides, that’s not your responsibility anymore. When Sol isn’t here, you don’t need to…what’s wrong?”

It wasn’t until Lia was standing on the moonlit balcony with her that Kyriel noticed the haunted look on the girl’s face. She had never looked this distressed before.

“It’s your mother, Your Highness,” Lia whispered. “Her condition has taken a turn for the worse. The healers fear she may not survive the night.”

Kyriel grabbed the balcony railing to hold herself upright. She felt weak. Sick. Helpless. She had known that this moment was coming for days, but it never seemed like it actually would…

“What about the potion?” she asked, her voice hoarse. “Is it safe?”

“The acolytes have performed numerous readings, and there is definitely dragon blood in the potion,” Lia said. “Their tests aren’t as precise with such a small, diluted sample, so while they believe the blood belongs to House Bastrel, they cannot know for certain. But if they’re right, it is the only chance of breaking the curse.”

Kyriel forced herself to pause and take a breath. She had no idea how the Vaz Gorati tested such things—they kept the secrets of their channeling techniques to themselves, including their ability to perform blood readings and unlock ancestral memories. But Vin had known that Sol was a dragon the moment his seed had touched her tongue, and so had the acolyte who had initially tested his sample at the Tasting. If anyone could sense the draconic power in a potion, it was them.

“Then it seems we have no choice,” Kyriel whispered. “We’ll have to put our fate in the hands of the drow.”

Balling her hands into fists, she started heading toward the door…but then stopped when she saw that Lia wasn’t moving. The concubine’s face was still bleached of color.

“What is it?”

“The acolytes discovered something else in the blood,” Lia replied quietly. “They wanted to reiterate that the reading is imperfect because—”

“I understand that,” Kyriel interrupted. “What else did they find?”

Lia swallowed heavily. “The phial contains Bastrel blood, but not all the ancestral memories within it are Avetharri. Some of them are drow.”

Kyriel frowned. The Bastrel bloodline, like nearly all Great Houses in the Empire, was exclusively Avetharri by design. The Vaz Gorati saw to that. So how…?

“I don’t understand,” she whispered. “The drow brewed the potion. Could that cause a false reading?”

“Unlikely, Your Highness. The truth is in the blood, not the potion. And the blood belongs to both Avetharri and drow.”

A cold tingle wormed down the length of Kyriel’s spine. “Sol said that Lumos Bastrel visited Ust Perya just over twenty years ago before his rebellion. How old is Nirivi?”

Lia swallowed again. “Just over twenty.”

“Faarea,” Kyriel breathed as all the pieces finally started to click together in her mind. “Lumos did make an arrangement with the Matron Mother. She gave him something, and in exchange…”

Setting her jaw in stone, the princess marched past her concubine and strode into the hall. With a crook of her finger, she signaled for her Wyrmguard protectors to follow.

It was time to ask their new guest some very important questions.


13
Apex


A millennium ago, before the ranks of dragonkind had been so thoroughly winnowed by the Blood Drought, an army of twenty thousand Tirzak warriors had attempted to capture the vatari crystal mines of Selod Maril. The defenders had been hopelessly outnumbered, and yet neither the enslaved dustborn foot soldiers nor the elite Avetharri marksmen had suffered a single casualty in the battle. They had never even needed to fight, because the three dragons guarding the mines had obliterated the Tirzak all by themselves.

I had heard countless stories about the battle and seen just as many murals depicting it in all its fiery glory. But like all such tales from history, it had never truly seemed real because I hadn’t lived through it myself.

Until now.

I strafed over the Sunbreak Ridge again and again, wings stretched outward and maw held open as I wrought death and destruction to everything beneath me. The flames spewing from my mouth were so hot they ignited grass, wood, and flesh dozens of yards from the center of the attack. I had obliterated the enemy siege weapons and slaughtered hundreds of their warriors, and there wasn’t a damn thing any of them could do to stop me.

Every time I looped around and prepared for another attack run, I was both humbled and terrified by my own power. It was difficult not to give in to my basest instincts and toy with my prey; there was a part of me that yearned to land and devour my enemies whole simply because I could. My mind wasn’t slipping away—I was still myself—but the blood boiling in my veins seemed to have its own feral desires. Vinarys kept telling me that dragons were creatures of power and domination, and her words had never rung truer than they did now.

The question wasn’t whether I could destroy the Tirzak, but whether or not I wanted to. The fact that many of their warriors were getting crippled and ensnared by the traps the Veldrachi Rangers had set was turning a rout into an embarrassment. These Tirzak comprised a fifth of Rilas’s entire army—their loss would be a tremendous blow to his war effort.

Still, despite the frenzied haze of my roiling blood, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were missing something. Why would Rilas have sent them here without support? Why would he sacrifice so many soldiers for nothing? Why weren’t the Tirzak using their magic?

I couldn’t answer any of those questions, so I did my best to bury them in the back of my mind and focus on my next attack. I spotted another group of scattering warriors trapped atop a plateau with no cover whatsoever, and I sucked in a deep breath as my immense shadow passed over them—

But the fire never escaped my maw. A sharp, biting pain shot through my right leg, and I abruptly pulled up and looked back to see what had hit me. My first assumption was that a lone javelin had miraculously slipped through a gap in my scales, but there was no sign of a weapon or blood. Instead, for seemingly no reason, a small patch of my golden scales had withered to a dull black.

It took several heartbeats before I spotted the two Tirzak females pursuing me in my blindspot, and another few moments passed before their hands began to glow a haunting shade of green. Each of them unleashed sickly looking magical beams that struck my exposed flank despite my best efforts to dodge. Two fresh spikes of pain lanced through my body, matched by new patches of withering scales.

Apparently, the enemy wasn’t as helpless as I’d thought. Their magic had been restored, but how? And why was it so different than before? These spells were nothing like the radiant beams of light we had seen them use in the Garothi Peaks or the battle at the Crossroads. Necrotic energy originated from the Pale, not the Aether. Had Rilas inexplicably taught them all how to weave shadow magic?

With a pained roar, I dipped my left wing to bank hard to the side, hoping to get behind my pursuers. But trying to outmaneuver the Tirzak females was pointless—they were too small and too maneuverable. I might as well have been an albatross trying to catch a falcon.

But I was a dragon, and therefore never defenseless. When it was clear that I couldn’t evade them, I thrust out my wings to slow myself down, then lashed out with my tail before the flyers crashed into me. The first one took the brunt of the blow, and I felt her chitinous body shatter as if I’d struck her with a sledgehammer. The other survived, though I hit them hard enough to send them careening out of control.

Unfortunately, the maneuver had killed most of my momentum, and it took all my strength and focus to level out my flight before I crashed into the hills. I still didn’t consciously understand how to move this enormous body of mine, but my dragon blood somehow transmuted ancestral memories into primal knowledge. I simply knew how to control my wings and soar through the air even if I couldn’t explain how.

Once I had stabilized, I shifted my attention to the hills beneath me, wondering if—and hoping that—only a few of the Tirzak had miraculously regained their powers. But it only took a moment to confirm the opposite. Small domes of protective energy had started appearing all over the battlefield, and the Tirzak channelers who had looked weak and sickly just minutes ago were now frantically buzzing and clicking in an attempt to herd their forces beneath the barriers where the magic could shield them from my strafing runs. The flyers were similarly coming together into more organized formations, and the throngs of retreating warriors seemed to have regained their resolve.

I still could have pressed my attack. Many of the mantis warriors remained scattered across several miles of terrain, leaving them far out of position to hide beneath the protective domes their channelers had conjured. And it wasn’t as if those domes were invincible, either—I could surely blast through them eventually, or simply land and engage those channelers with teeth and claws instead. No military force could instantly rally after suffering such a grievous rout, not even one unified by a strange power we didn’t fully understand. There were plenty of sheep left to slaughter.

But the pain from my wounds was getting worse by the second, and if all the Tirzak channelers now possessed this kind of necrotic magic, it would be foolish to charge in alone when I had an entire army waiting to support me. They needed to know that the enemy wasn’t defeated just yet…and that they weren’t as helpless as they seemed.

With a final frustrated roar, I flapped my wings hard and sped away from the carnage, my eyes scanning the horizon for any signs of the White Wyrm. Rilas must have been here somewhere…and if and when he did finally strike, I intended to be ready for him.
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“Looks like the bugs are all pulling back now,” Arindur said. “They aren’t even bothering to pick over their dead or salvage the siege weapons. I haven’t seen a rout like this in ages, not since we wiped out that tribe of gnolls in the Western Span decades before you were born.”

I grumbled in acknowledgement. I had returned about an hour ago, then perched back atop a high plateau about half a mile from the base camp at Tari Hyare. The wyvern riders had been keeping a keen eye on the enemy to see how they’d react after I’d withdrawn. I had wondered if the Tirzak might attempt to rally and mount an attack despite the damage that I’d inflicted, but apparently they weren’t that reckless or stupid. By all appearances, it seemed as if they intended to limp back to Oro Sarn and lick their wounds.

In other words, we had won the day. The enemy was retreating before they’d crossed into the Highlands, let alone laid siege to the tower or conquered any territory. And most incredibly of all, our forces hadn’t suffered a single casualty in the process. They hadn’t needed to, since I had effectively fought the battle myself.

In a way, I had lived out the storybook promise of the Dragon Sovereigns, just like the ones who had defended the vatari mines from the Tirzak Migration a thousand years ago. Wyrm Lords were meant to be protectors as much as rulers, with such god-like power that we could single-handedly bring order to chaos. Civilization could flourish because no force in the world could hope to stand against us. Even me, a golden wyrm who had only started to explore his full potential, had triumphed against an entire army all by myself.

So why doesn’t it feel like a victory?

“With the leophon knights arriving, we could pursue,” Arindur said, his long blond hair rippling in the night wind. His armor was mostly concealed by the enchanted green-brown cloak that made him practically invisible in the terrain here. “It wouldn’t be difficult to pick off stragglers and keep them contained in the southern hills.”

The ranger gestured behind him to the tower where House Akathi’s men were landing in small groups. The knights and their shining moonsilver plate looked resplendent atop their winged panthers, and the long lances attached to their saddles had always been fascinating to me. The weapons seemed so impractical for aerial combat, but leophons were so quick and maneuverable that they excelled at taking down other flyers. Akathi had started training them centuries ago purely as a counter to House Windsong’s wyverns.

I had been looking forward to seeing if they would prove effective against the smaller Tirzak flyers, but I wasn’t going to get an answer to that question today.

“It’s not worth it,” I said. “With their magic restored, the Tirzak are dangerous again. There’s no reason to put any of our flyers at risk.”

“They are soldiers, in case you’ve forgotten,” Arindur replied mildly. “You can’t fight all their battles for them. We’ll have to kill those bugs eventually, and it would be wise to do it now before they can regroup.”

I narrowed my eyes at the southern horizon. I couldn’t actually see over the rolling hills from here, but I could imagine that the Tirzak survivors were very tempting targets, especially if I went back with the flyers. Strategically, it made sense to pursue while we had the advantage, but I was still trying to make sense of what had happened here.

The enemy channelers were using magic again, and they were also conducting a much more organized retreat, as if they had all spontaneously remembered how to fight again. It was beyond bizarre. I had heard stories about Avetharri artificers losing control of their arcane constructs before, and it was the only phenomenon I could think of that seemed remotely comparable. But the Tirzak weren’t magical machines; they were flesh and blood and chitin. How could Rilas possibly be controlling them like automatons? And if he was, what had happened to temporarily break that bond?

Shifting my weight, I glanced back at my wounds. The pain was gone, thanks to Vinarys’s blood magic, but the patches of decayed black were apparently going to take some time to fully heal. Whatever this new necrotic magic was, it was obviously dangerous if it could harm a dragon. Frankly, I didn’t want to know what the wounds would look like when I shifted back into my human form.

“Something has changed with their magic,” I said. “We should learn more about it before we take any unnecessary risks.”

“We still have far more channelers than they do,” Arindur reminded me. “Sometimes the biggest risk is being too careful.”

I drew in a long, slow breath. “You could be right, but the White Wyrm must be out there somewhere. I wish we knew what the hell he was doing or why the Tirzak all suddenly got their powers back. It doesn’t make any sense.”

The ranger snorted. “Armies of bugs with sorcery didn’t make sense to begin with. Neither does a secret Bastrel scion or a human dragon or a dozen other things I’ve seen in the past month. At this point, the sky could start raining blood and it wouldn’t surprise me.”

I didn’t quite smile, but the levity in his voice did loosen some of the knots twisting in my stomach. “If we only knew where Rilas had gone, we could…”

I trailed off when I spotted Vinarys jogging toward us from the tower, still looking uncomfortable in the red leather armor I’d made her wear. Her face looked haunted, and she was waving her hands in an effort to get our attention. Something was obviously wrong.

Rather than wait for her to climb up onto the plateau, I moved down the ledge to meet her. As tempting as it was to just pick Arindur up in my claw and carry him with me, I decided it was better to let him keep his dignity and jump down on his own. He was an elite ranger, after all.

Vinarys stopped when we got close. The wind kept blowing her red hair into her face, and she was struggling to catch her breath. I really needed to get her some exercise that didn’t involve me pounding her into the bedsheets…

“What is it?” I asked.

“One of the riders came in from Karthuil,” she panted. “Rilas…he attacked the city.”

“What?” Arindur stammered. “How is that possible? We’ve had eyes in the sky all over the province today, and no one saw anything!”

“I don’t know, but he was there. The messenger said he appeared in the city.”

“The Pale,” I breathed. “He traveled all the way to Karthuil through the Pale…”

I hissed and reared back, hot air shooting out of my draconic nostrils. That was why the Tirzak had lost their magic—Rilas had been in the Pale and unable to reach them in the physical world. I knew this had been too easy…

“The princess sent one of the wardstones to Karthuil,” Arindur pointed out. “It should have been protected.”

“Only the main keep,” Vin said, swallowing as she finally gathered enough air to speak. “Rilas didn’t attack the whole city, just…just the Temple of Lahara.”

The priestess swallowed heavily as she looked up at me, and I realized for the first time that her green eyes were wet with tears. “Blood Mother Sianeth is dead. So are most of the priestesses! He ripped them apart…”

“Le’thos…” Arindur breathed.

A wave of bile rose in my throat. I had no love for Mother Sianeth—the hag had disgraced herself by lying about my blood legacy—but that didn’t mean I wanted her or the other Vaz Gorati priestesses to get slaughtered by Rilas Bastrel.

“I don’t understand,” I said. “He must have sent his army here to keep our attention away from Karthuil, but why? What’s so important about the temple? How could murdering one old woman and a handful of priestesses be worth the lives of thousands of his warriors?”

“I don’t know,” Vin said, shaking her head. “But he wasn’t alone. He had help.”

“Help? From whom?”

Her jaw clenched behind her cheeks. “The drow.”

My maw sank open, and my mind reeled like someone had just smashed a brick over my head. The drow were helping Rilas Bastrel mere days after my visit to Ust Perya? Had House Ulyr betrayed us? Had one of their rivals in the city? What in the bloody void was going on?

“The grayskins?” Arindur asked. “Why in Lahara’s name would they get involved?”

Vinarys looked up at me as if I had the answer, but I didn’t. The only person who might was in Tir Bereth.

“Do they know where Rilas went?” I asked, my voice sounding hollow in my own ears.

“No,” Vin said. “The messenger said he flew off with the drow survivors and killed the only wyvern that tried to give chase. He could be anywhere by now.”

“We’ll find him,” Arindur said through clenched teeth. “He’s still a dragon—he can’t hide in the sky for long.”

“He’s a dragon who can escape into the Pale whenever he wants,” I said. “Especially if he doesn’t care about denying power to his followers while he’s gone. We need to stay vigilant, but there’s no way we can chase him.”

The ranger scowled in frustration. “Then what—?”

“Get the men ready for battle, I’ll engage the Tirzak with them,” I said. “But I also need you to send a messenger to Tir Bereth right away. The princess needs to hear about Karthuil.”

I glanced south over the hills, my yellow eyes narrowing. “And that we may also be at war with the drow.”


Epilogue


Rilas Bastrel surveyed the carnage as he soared low over the Sunbreak Ridge. Morning had come, and the fires from last night’s battle were still burning. His army had been obliterated—the warriors, the hunters, the flyers, even his disciples. The golden wyrm had wrought destruction on a scale that seemed impossible for a mere human.

[Clutch destroyed. Children lost. Vengeance denied.]

The rage and pain of Rilas’s followers flooded into his mind. Doubt had begun to spread through the swarm at Oro Sarn, especially among the warrior and hunter masses who weren’t directly bound to his power. Some had lost hope; they no longer believed that they would finally have their revenge against the Empire which had destroyed their civilization. Others were openly questioning their decision to follow the White Wyrm altogether. If Rilas hadn’t found what he was looking for in Karthuil, he would have been worried that his hold over the swarm was breaking.

But he had found what he’d been looking for. And if the relic was even half as powerful as he hoped, a few thousand dead Tirzak was a small price to pay.

Banking to his right, Rilas turned south toward the edge of the hills. An afternoon storm was brewing, and the overcast sky combined with the rising walls of smoke had likely concealed him from the enemy scouts thus far. He still didn’t want to linger here too long, however, not with the golden wyrm and his army waiting just a few dozen miles to the north. Because as tempting as it was to engage them, Rilas needed time to study his new prize.

He landed on the scorched ground, his nostrils filling with the nauseating stench of blood and roasted flesh. It didn’t seem to bother his followers—the Tirzak warriors moved toward him, dragging the emaciated, scraggly Godsworn cultist with them. Her bare feet and tattered robe were covered in mud, and she smelled nearly as bad as the carnage. But she was still smiling through the greasy strands of her long scraggly hair, and her milky white eyes were fastened upon him even though he doubted they could see anything.

Next to her was the drow shadow knight, Captain Jhael. His men had already returned to Ust Perya, but Jhael had lingered behind.

“My mistress hopes that you will appreciate her gift,” Jhael said. “She awaits your word within the Great Dark.”

“Don’t worry, I will contact her soon,” Rilas said. “Unlike the lesser families, House Bastrel always honors its agreements.”

“General Sulestra will be pleased to hear that. An alliance between Ulyr and Bastrel will make Lostrien one of the most powerful provinces in the Empire. Oloth kulggen dos.”

With a respectful nod, the shadow knight turned and left. Rilas still had half a mind to kill the man and be done with this “bargain” altogether, but destiny had chosen House Bastrel to unify Lostrien, including the drow who lived in the dark. And besides, Jhael and his men had proven quite capable, and even a dragon god could benefit from competent followers. House Ulyr would be a powerful ally in the days ahead.

He was much less convinced about the Godsworn cultist. The moment the Tirzak brought her close, she dropped to her knees on the soft ground.

“My lord was victorious!” she exclaimed. “The Infinite God is pleased.”

A flash of rage shot through Rilas, and he lifted his left leg in preparation to crush her. The crunch of her bones snapping beneath his weight would surely be a far more pleasant sound than her weak, sickly voice. But if she actually did know something about this relic, it would be foolish to kill her before she shared those secrets. Once again, he had to force himself to show restraint.

With an annoyed sigh, Rilas cooled his dragon blood and transformed into a Wyrmidon. He opened his hand, and the prize he’d taken from Karthuil was resting in his palm.

“Your father only just scratched the surface of its knowledge,” the cultist said. “He feared its power, and he lacked a proper teacher.”

“And let me guess: the Godsworn taught you how to master its secrets.”

“No, my lord, I am not worthy of such knowledge. You wield the might of the Infinite God; I am merely his messenger. But together, we can unlock powers beyond anything your father could have imagined.”

Rilas glanced down at the green crystal in his palm. If not for the faint glow in its center, it looked utterly unremarkable. When the Blood Mother had finally opened the Vaz Gorati vault for him—a long and irritating process that had forced him to rip apart half her clergy—Rilas had been immensely disappointed. The relic had seemed so small and innocuous that he’d almost flown into a rage and killed the drow along with the blood witches. But then he’d touched it, and the power contained within had nearly overwhelmed him.

The relic—the Zertath Barra, in the drow tongue—was no ordinary work of artifice. It was a repository of arcane knowledge, like a thousand archival crystals merged into one. The Vaz Gorati had realized it was dangerous, but they hadn’t understood why or what it was capable of. The drow must not have either, otherwise they never would have relinquished it to his father. Not even in exchange for the gift Lumos Bastrel had apparently given the Matron Mother…

A sister. Rilas was still finding it difficult to accept that he wasn’t the only Bastrel who had survived Sovereign Alessara’s purge. But every time he thought about her, his older half-drow sibling, it filled him with joy. He now had everything he needed to rule the province. A dragon princess to bear his children, a golden wyrm to enforce his will, and now a sister to help cement his alliance with the drow and help him carry on the family legacy.

All he needed to do was show them how foolish it was to oppose him. The battle here would have given them confidence, and that was dangerous. The harder they fought, the more of them he would have to kill. He needed to demonstrate the futility of their actions…

Thankfully, the crystal had already revealed that path for him.

Holding the Zertath Barra outward, Rilas reached out and channeled the power of the Pale. Its energies coursed through him, bitter cold in their purity. The soothing warmth of the Aether was merely a deception; its energies were toxic to mortal flesh. The Pale was what magic should be.

Undistilled. Uncorrupted. Unlimited in its power.

The air hissed and popped around Rilas as he had set it aflame. The Veil his ancestors had constructed to imprison the Old Gods was resilient—it repaired itself quickly whenever he shifted through its invisible walls—but the crystal had shown him another path forward. Instead of trying to breach the Veil in a single location, he launched an assault all across its surface at once. Tiny invisible rifts began to open in the barrier, fractures through which the spirits on the other side could pass through…and find new homes with the dormant corpses of his fallen warriors.

One by one, the charred bodies of the dead Tirzak began rising to their feet. A discordant wail echoed through the hills like the screams of a thousand different lost souls, and the mental drumbeat of pain and rage from his bound followers suddenly shifted to confusion…and fear.

[Master? Master, what is happening?]

“A renewal of bodies and purpose,” Rilas said. “A restoration of my pledge that no warrior who falls in my service shall die in vain.”

Beside him, the Godsworn cultist laughed in joy. Rilas simply smiled.

“I promised to show to the Tirzak the path of vengeance, and here it is,” he said. “It’s time for all of us to walk it together.”

To Be Continued…
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Dragon Centurion will continue soon!

In the meantime, you should check out The Dragon Sovereign if you haven't! You may also enjoy my other fantasy harem works like Dread Knight

If you enjoyed this book, please, please consider leaving a review or even just a quick rating. I hate begging for reviews more than anyone, but they really are important for independent authors.

For updates about new releases, you can join my email list by heading to https://www.sarahhawke.com/newsletter

You can also follow me online on Facebook and on Twitter (@hawkenovels)

And finally, you can support me on Patreon (Hawkenovels) for frequent updates, chapter previews, reader polls, and a chance to give me story suggestions directly!


Appendix


Abalor: One of the Six Gods. Worshiped as the Arbiter, a god of arcane magic, change, and time. Alternatively invoked as the Destroyer, a demon of death, entropy, and judgment

Abethaal: An imperial province on the western coast. Home of Selod Maril, the largest vatari mine in the Empire

Adamantine: A rare, nearly unbreakable metal found only in the Underworld

Aether: the source of magic, can only be channeled by sorcerers or agents of the Six Gods

Anar Dol: The great caldera at the center of the continent that hosts the Council of Wyrms

Avetharri: Also known as highborn elves, the rulers of the Avethian Empire

Chagarri: a race of cat-like hunters

Dalidor: the Dragon Apostle of earth, tradition, and stability

Dathiel: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Watcher, a god of air, truth, and vigilance. Alternatively invoked as the Ravener, a demon of hatred, inquisition, and vengeance

Dragon Apostle: The collective name for Lahara’s children. While they are not gods themselves, they are often worshipped as such by the highborn

Drow: also known as dark elves. Most drow have migrated to Sulinor and left the Empire

Dustborn: Slur referring to the short-lived, non-elven races

Escar: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Guardian, a god of duty, earth, justice, and protection. Alternatively invoked as the Oppressor, a demon of corruption, strife, and tyranny

Faeyn: also known as wood elves. Native to Falinor

Flensing: The name for the backlash caused by overchanneling the Aether, can potentially be lethal

Godsworn: Colloquial name for the Sarodihm Kalefarr (see below)

Highborn: The common name for the Avetharri elves who rule the Empire

Illisaya: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Eternal Lady, a goddess of beauty, fertility, life, and water. Or invoked as the Decaying Mistress, a demon of despair, entropy, pestilence, and torment

Lahara: The Dragon Goddess, the first dragon whose children created the Empire

Larnis: female concubine of a male Wyrm Lord

Lomir Drakath: The capital province of Varellon that hosts the Elder Dragons and their wives

Lostrien: One of the oldest Imperial provinces, ruled by House Valostri and its female Sovereigns for 10,000 years

Moonsilver: A rare metal that is lighter yet stronger than steel

Nugul: A slur for “without magic”

Old Gods: Also knowns as the Six Gods, deities of the ancient world overthrown and cast into the Pale by the Wyrm Lords

Orc: A strong, powerful race of warriors with a long history of being enslaved

Pale: A shadowy realm of demons coterminous with the physical world. The prison of the Old Gods

Quarnis: handmaiden of a female Wyrm Lord

Sanathar: Dragon Apostle of wind and flight

Sarodihm Kalefarr: The "Keepers of the Old Ways," an ancient cult dedicated to the Six Gods and their restoration. Direct rivals of the Wyrm Lords

Shalassa: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Moonmaiden, a goddess of illusion, light, mysteries, and nature. Or invoked as the Shadowblade, a demon of darkness, deception, murder, and secrets

Sorcery: the art of channeling the Aether. Only practiced by those born with the gift

Solterys: The First Sorcerer, consort to Lahara, creator of the Veil

Tirzak: Mantis creatures who once inhabited most of Varellon before being purged by the dragons

Varellon: the name of the continent ruled by the Empire

Vatari: A magical crystal that absorbs magic. The key component in all artifice

Vaz Gorati: Sisterhood of highborn blood priestesses who worship Lahara and protect the dragon blood. They manage marriages and bloodlines across the Empire

The Veil: The barrier between the physical world and the Pale created by Solterys. Prevents demons from crossing over and imprisons the Old Gods

Wyrm Lord: the title given to full dragons when they come of age

Zelioth: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Liberator, a goddess of fire, freedom, passion, and strength. Or invoked as the Spider Queen, a demon of betrayal, bondage, competition, and lust

Zinshasa: The Dragon Apostle of desire and lust, patron of concubines


Also By Sarah Hawke


Legacy of the Seraph Novels (Space Opera Harems)

Wings of the Seraph: The Complete Collection (5 novellas)

Shadow of the Seraph: The Complete Trilogy (3 novels)

The Lost Fleet (5 novels)

Dread Knight (Post-Apoc Fantasy Harem, 4 novels)

Spellfire Thief (Magitek Fantasy Harem)

Reign of the Wyrm Lords Novels (Fantasy Harem)

The Dragon Sovereign Trilogy

Dragon Centurion

Highwind Universe Novels (Fantasy Erotica)

The Highwind Catchup Collection (15 novellas)

-Includes The Amazon’s Pledge

The Amazon’s Vengeance Collection (5 novels)

The Blade of Highwind (Fantasy Erotica/Romance, 3 novels)

War of the White Throne (Epic Fantasy, 3 novels)

Older/Non-Canon Novels

Elf Slave Collection (5 novellas)

Wrath of the Spider Queen (4 novellas)


About the Author


Sarah Hawke is a prolific writer of male-oriented fantasy and space opera harems, including her best-selling “Seraph Universe” series Wings of the Seraph, Shadow of the Seraph, and The Lost Fleet as well as four fantasy series, Dragon Centurion, Dragon Sovereign, Dread Knight, and Spellfire Thief.

Her older books include several sub-genres, including fantasy erotica (The Amazon’s Pledge, The Amazon’s Vengeance, and the Blade of Highwind), darker bondage fantasies featuring drow elves (Web of the Spider Queen, Wrath of the Spider Queen), and more traditional epic fantasy with adult scenes (War of the White Throne).

Sarah lives in New England with her three cats and a display case filled with dragons and Star Trek ship ornaments.

[image: ]

OEBPS/image_rsrc2UP.jpg





cover1.jpeg
RIESIUINGIENGE






OEBPS/image_rsrc2UM.jpg
St MA]OR'ROAD)

LOSTRIB

[ Tmp Rmponiss PROvINes op . b






OEBPS/image_rsrc2UN.jpg






