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Prologue


[Nim drakath, tella en ho agar , rusva e huine,] the demonic voice whispered. [The White Wyrm, last of his blood, broken in darkness.]

Rilas Bastrel snarled at the voices calling out to him. The demons were always there in the deepest shadows of the Pale, waiting to feast on mortal fear and doubt, but they had remained mostly silent since he’d absorbed the power of the Godsoul fragment. He’d assumed it was because they had recognized his strength and understood he couldn’t be preyed upon.

But now, as he retreated back to his citadel, the demons could smell his blood. His weakness.

His defeat.

[Insarwe ar ereb. Lost and alone. Amarth a valost ho gwaith lanta. Doomed to witness his people’s fall.]

Snarling, Rilas ripped back through the Veil and returned to the physical world, then crashed down inside the vast, forgotten dragon sanctuary in the mountains beneath Oro Sarn. His scales still burned from Princess Kyriel’s luminous arrows, as did the inner membrane of his left wing. And just like when he’d been burned by the Eye of Shalassa at the Crossroads, the dark energies of the Pale hadn’t been able to heal the wounds.

Somehow, the princess had mastered the power of the relic. And for the first time since his Tirzak swarm had emerged from the Garothi Peaks and decimated the Sovereign’s army, Rilas was no longer certain that his victory was inevitable.

[Master? Are you injured?]

The chittering, discordant voices of his Tirzak disciples thrust into his mind, replacing those of the demons from the Pale. They were every bit as unwelcome. Rilas could feel the swarm drawing from the power of his Godsoul again, but he ordered them to keep their distance. Some of the clutch mothers were already beginning to doubt him, and he couldn’t afford to let them see his wounds or learn that he had suffered a humiliating defeat in the Underworld.

Defeat. The word burned like a festering sore in his thoughts. He had been holding his lost sister in his claws only to have her escape. And later, he’d had the dustborn dragon by the throat.

Yet now he was here in this ancient sanctum, alone and wounded, with all the Great Houses of Lostrien ready to ally against him.

Rilas had lost before, of course. His entire life had been defined by loss and suffering. The Tirzak had killed his mother, and life in the harsh mountains had left his body broken and weak. But through all the pain and torment, he had always believed—he had always known—that he would prevail. He was a Bastrel, the last scion of one of the oldest and most influential houses in the Empire. He’d been convinced that he would eventually find a way to claw himself back into power, no matter what it took.

But now…

“The Eye of Shalassa,” he rumbled. “Did it tempt the princess with power?”

Rilas looked over at the only source of light in the vast chamber. The Eye of Abalor was there, frozen inside the boulder-sized block of ice where he’d left it, its haunting green glow struggling to fill more than a small fraction of the cavern.

“What other secrets will it share with her?” Rilas asked, lumbering toward the crystal. A spike of pain jabbed into his side whenever he moved, and his wing felt as if it were still on fire. “Will the madness of the Old Gods consume her?”

The crystal continued flickering silently like an ember of Palefire.

No, that was wrong. The soft pulses were too consistent and rhythmic to be flame. If anything, the flickers were more like a heartbeat.

Rilas’s eyes narrowed at the small stone. The shadow crystal. The Zertath Barra. The Eye of Abalor, a reliquary of knowledge left behind by the followers of an ancient fallen god.

“If it gives her the power to destroy me,” Rilas said, looming over the block of ice, “she will doom Lostrien and the Empire without realizing it.”

Between his frost magic and the cool air in the cavern, the crystal would never melt through the ice, not even now in the waning days of Lostrien’s short summer. But Rilas could easily break it free and commune with it again. He knew for a fact that it contained many more secrets about the gods and the Pale, secrets he could potentially use to heal his wounds and possibly defend himself against future attacks. If Kyriel had learned the deepest secrets of the moon goddess Shalassa, then Rilas’s only chance might be to learn from the death god Abalor.

You have nothing to fear from the Infinite God, Nisanya had told him. With Abalor’s power, you can achieve any goal you desire!

Rilas’s maw clenched as his thoughts shifted to the Godsworn cultists who had sought to manipulate him into the trap that had ensnared many other dragons through the ages. He had rejected their “gift,” and he had promised himself that he would take every possible precaution before he communed with the Eye again.

But that was before the princess had nearly killed him. Now, the crystal might have been his only hope…

“No,” Rilas growled at the stone. “I will not succumb. I will not allow you to destroy our kind from beyond the grave.”

[The White Wyrm, last of his blood, broken in darkness.]

The demonic taunts screamed into his head as loudly as if he were still inside the Pale.

“You aren’t real,” he said through his clenched maw. “You can’t reach me here.”

[Lost and alone, doomed to witness his people’s fall.]

“No!”

With a booming roar, Rilas struck the block of ice with his claw, shattering it on impact. The Eye of Abalor flew out of its prison, then seemed to briefly hang in the air before it smashed to the floor and splintered into a thousand tiny green shards.

Rilas stared down at the fragments, wondering whether he had just saved himself or made a fatal mistake. He had gone to all that trouble to recover the crystal from the Vaz Gorati, and without it, he had no defense against Kyriel’s power…

“I will not be a Godsworn puppet,” he said. “I will—argh!”

Rilas’s pained howl echoed through the cavern, rattling the walls like a quake. Dust fell from the ceiling as if it were about to collapse, and a spike of pain jabbed into his skull as if it had been impaled by an adamantine lance. He reared back on his hind legs and grabbed his head with his claws…

[You are not alone. And you never will be.]

This voice was new, and it was neither discordant nor antagonistic. It was rich and deep, confident and soothing. It was the voice of a mentor. The voice of a father.

The voice of a god.

[Your family was betrayed by those they trusted most. You deserve justice. You deserve vengeance.]

The pain in Rilas’s skull vanished, and his mind flooded with sounds and images from his past, as if the voice were trying to drown him in the madness of his own haunted memories. But as the tide gradually flowed, he realized he was seeing far more than his own life. It was like he was seeing everything at once, past and future swirling together in a perfect, orderly mosaic.

He could see his father, Lumos Bastrel, a man he’d never met, battling Sovereign Alessara in the stormy skies. He could see his mother, terrified and weak, fleeing into the Garothi Peaks before anyone realized she was carrying the child of an Imperial traitor. He could see his own birth, bloody and violent and surrounded by the Tirzak…

But then he saw the future. Tir Bereth, its towers adorned with the white banners of House Bastrel. The palace court, filled with new, loyal faces who had pledged their allegiance to him. Princess Kyriel, her belly thick with his first dragon child.

It was all there at his fingertips, just waiting for him to claim it.

“They…they have allied against me,” Rilas said, his eyes reopening. He looked down at the shattered crystal to see that the green glow was gone. A clinging mist had taken its place. “I cannot defeat them all.”

[Not alone, but there are others who crave vengeance,] the voice said. [Others who have been denied their destiny. Find them, and the future shall be yours.]

“Find them? But who?”

His head filled with new images, this time of the Underworld. He could see the ruins he had left behind, including those who had been displaced. They were lost and homeless now, even the powerful ones like Captain Jhael and his shadow knights…

But the drow weren’t the only creatures of the Great Dark. Right here in Oro Sarn, deep beneath the Doriath Mountains, rested another forgotten army. They were heretics and traitors, the misbegotten descendants of the first elven disciples to turn against the Old Gods. They were numerous but broken, hungry but leaderless.

[They are vengeance,] the voice said. [And with my knowledge, their wrath shall be yours.]


1
Dragon Princess


The vast plains of the Western Span swept past beneath me, green grasslands interspersed with scattered fields of golden grain as far as the eye could see. I hadn’t been this far west in a long time, but the view from the sky was even more beautiful than the one from the ground. To my right were the glimmering shores of the ocean; to my left were the peaks of Dalodir’s Spine. The Span itself was like a huge verdant creature nestled between them.

Yet as much as I was appreciating the sights, I knew that my partner was enjoying them even more. To her, it must have been like seeing her home for the first time. For her entire life, Kyriel Valostri had been told that the sky would be her domain, yet it had taken twenty years for that promise to be fulfilled. The shadow curse which had crippled Sovereign Alessara had also denied Kyriel her birthright. But now, finally, she had become the Dragon Princess of Lostrien.

And she was magnificent.

Kyriel was following right behind me, her brilliant scales the perfect fusion of Starmantle silver and Valostri blue. Her frame was a similar blend of elven grace and draconic might. Her dragon form was only three-quarters the size as mine, but with a longer neck and tail. Like her mother, she had a large horn directly atop her head, but her neck sported a long, shimmering fin which was evidently common among silvers.

By now, flying was second nature to me. For Kyriel, however, everything was still exciting and novel. My chest swelled with joy as I watched her experiment with her new body. She continuously pushed against her limits with speed, maneuverability, and endurance. There was no doubt in my mind that she would eventually become one of the most powerful dragons in the long history of Lostrien.

And all I’d had to do was fuck her hard enough to make it happen.

Snickering at the thought, I banked to my right and took us toward the port city in the distance. We didn’t know why her dragon blood had finally ignited a week ago, but our best guess was that absorbing the power of the Shalassan relic had healed the damage from Bastrel’s shadow curse. And amazingly, Kyriel hadn’t lost her unique connection to the Pale in the process. She had always assumed that her shadow magic was another byproduct of the curse, but if anything her powers were stronger than before.

Most incredibly of all, Kyriel remained unaffected by the Flensing. The Aether was toxin in the veins of mortal sorcerers, but the Pale was not. We didn’t have a clear explanation for that, either, but our best guess was that the Godsworn cultists were onto something when they claimed that the Flensing was the death god Abalor’s last act of vengeance against the mortals who had imprisoned him. Allegedly he had poisoned the Aether in order to forever hinder the channeling abilities of sorcerers, but that corruption didn’t apply to the energies of the Pale. It was still “pure,” just trapped beyond the Veil where most mortals couldn’t reach it.

The more I thought about it, the more I wondered what it would mean for Kyriel’s future…and the future of our children. Would they also be able to travel through the Veil? Would they be able to channel shadow magic like their mother? If so, what would that mean for the future of sorcery and dragonkind?

I had no answers. All I knew was that I couldn’t wait to meet them and find out.

We continued flying over the Span for another few minutes before we approached the fiefdom capital of Armanis. The people of the massive, sprawling port city had never seen me or Kyriel in our dragon forms. Correcting that oversight was the main goal of today’s province-wide excursion. Rumors and stories could only go so far in inspiring confidence and unity; many people needed to see things with their own eyes in order for them to be real. Today, they would get their chance.

I let out a deep roar as I approached the northern walls, then flattened my wings and soared low enough that everyone in the streets would get a nice, clear view of my golden scales. Armanis was nothing like Tir Bereth in size or shape; it was long rather than wide, a “city serpent of the coast” that stretched for miles between a set of immense rocky bluffs crowned by silver defense towers. Dozens of ships, large and small, were docked in the port, and the brown-gold banners of House Hallowmist fluttered high in the wind.

I had grown accustomed to hearing the cheers of my fellow humans when I surged over the capital, but it was something else entirely to see everyone in the city, dustborn and elf alike, throw up their hands and shout their support for the Dragon Princess and her consort. For millenia, they’d been told that humans couldn’t become dragons, and for decades they’d been told that their princess might never transform into one. Having both of those stories dispelled in a single dramatic flyover brought a smile to my maw.

The only thing we had concealed from the greater public so far was how Kyriel had conquered her curse. Confronting the reality of a dustborn dragon was one thing, but informing everyone that an Old God relic had cured their princess would likely be a bridge too far. They didn’t need to know about that any more than they needed to know that she was a Palewalker. And they definitely didn’t know that so far, she was only able to transform after I spilled inside her…

Kyriel and I performed two more flyovers before we turned to the east. And after another few hours of flying, we landed on a huge plateau atop Dalodir’s Spine. The overlook was at the very southeastern edge of the mountains, allowing us to gaze out upon both the Drakenmire and the Veldrachi Highlands. Tir Bereth was still some two hundred miles away.

“I haven’t been out west since I was a little girl,” Kyriel said, her cultured voice still sounding strangely deep to me in her dragon form. “And we never climbed the mountains or landed our wyverns here. This view…it’s incredible!”

“Lostrien is the most beautiful province in the Empire.”

The princess turned her long blue-silver neck and looked at me. “I thought you told me that you’ve never visited the provinces before?”

“I haven’t, but I don’t need to. Nothing could be more beautiful than this.”

Kyriel laughed, the sound rippling across the plateau and down the edge of the mountain. I had only just started getting used to my own voice in this form, and I knew it would take her a while to do the same.

“It still feels strange,” she said, lifting a foot and examining her huge draconic claw.

“Having a body that isn’t yours?” I asked, leaning back on my haunches.

“There’s that. But also the fact that I barely understand how I’m able to do any of this. I can’t explain any of it with words.”

“Vin says the knowledge is carried in the blood, like a primal instinct.”

“That’s what the Vaz Gorati teach. Perhaps they’re right.”

I stifled a quip about how rare it was for the Sisterhood to be right about anything. They were the stewards of the Imperial religion whether I liked it or not, and as best I could tell, their dogma had at least some bearing in truth. And besides, I was about to brand and marry one of them when I returned to Tir Bereth. I certainly had no complaints about the way Vin demonstrated her devotion.

“That must be the Hallowmist army,” Kyriel said, turning her gaze south over the plateau. “Gods, they’re so…small.”

I followed her eyes and nodded. Even with my draconic vision, I could barely make out the soldiers on the distant bridge as they crossed the river into the Drakenmire. The only reason I could identify them were the huge Hallowmist banners fluttering in the wind.

“Five thousand men seems like a lot when they’re marching through the center of town,” I said, “but they’re barely a speck on the horizon when you’re up this high.”

“Hallowmist hasn’t sent troops to the capital in over a century,” Kyriel said. “Rilas has no idea what he’s unleashed. Attacking the temple in Karthuil was a fatal mistake. By the time we’re ready, we’ll outnumber him three to one.”

Until he summons demons to possess the dead.

The dark thought popped into my head, but I didn’t vocalize it aloud. I had been a soldier long enough to understand that you never wanted to dampen an unexpected boost to morale, no matter the source. After all, it had only been a little over a month since a previously unknown Bastrel scion had launched a surprise attack on House Windsong, captured the Dragon Father, and crippled Sovereign Alessara. The Great Houses of Lostrien had been broken and scattered, and defeat had seemed certain.

Now here we were, both dragons, assembling the largest combined army in centuries. The tide had turned so quickly it defied belief. Victory, once impossible, now seemed inevitable.

It wasn’t, of course, and I refused to fall into the trap of overconfidence. Rilas had surprised us with his powers too many times for me to let my guard down. But that didn’t mean I wanted to throw cold water on everyone’s growing sense of hope, either.

“We should give the men something to look at,” I said. “To raise their spirits.”

Kyriel gave me an odd look. “I hope you aren’t suggesting that I turn off my glamour stone and start dancing for them.”

“Seeing their princess naked would definitely raise something,” I replied with a laugh. “But no. I was thinking of something more…forceful.”

Raising up on my haunches, I sucked in a long, deep breath, then spewed a cone of dragonflame into the air. From this height on the mountain, it must have been visible for dozens of miles into the Drakenmire. When I finally stopped and looked down, I could just make out the soldiers on the distant bridge waving their banners in response.

“See?” I said. “Men enjoy fire almost as much as tits.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Kyriel replied, then raised herself up on her own haunches and unleashed her dragonbreath. Sparks of lightning spewed from her maw as if she had conjured her own thunderstorm. The jagged bolts were such a blinding shade of white that they seared an afterimage into my vision before I could turn away.

The female Wyrm Lords of House Valostri had always been able to breathe lightning instead of flame, and many of her ancestors had been called the “Storm’s Fury” because of their matching sorcerous powers. During the battle at the Crossroads, Sovereign Alessara had been harnessing the power of the tempest like a wrathful deity.

But Kyriel was different. The crackling lightning in her breath seemed much closer to the radiant beams we had unleashed from the Shalassan relic. Our hope was that her dragonbreath would be as powerful a weapon against Rilas as her luminous arrows. We just hadn’t been able to test it yet.

“They enjoyed that, too,” I said, looking out across the plains with pride. “How long has it been since anyone in Lostrien has seen two dragons perched on a single mountain?”

“Too long.”

Kyriel closed her jaw and lowered herself back to all fours. Calling upon her breath was still more taxing for her than it was for me, but I imagined that would change with practice.

Eventually, the Hallowmist army continued marching, and we watched them go in silence as we enjoyed the wind on our scales.

“I always thought the Wyrmshade Forest was peaceful,” Kyriel commented. “But up here, it’s like the whole world has slowed to a snail’s pace.”

“Arindur actually wanted me to buy a house out here if I won the Midsummer Games,” I told her. “He thought it would be safer for a dustborn to own a villa in the Span than to get involved with Avetharri politics.”

The princess turned and looked at me with her glimmering yellow eyes. “Do you regret not taking his advice?”

“Only when I’m in court or getting attacked by driders.”

She laughed. The low sound rumbled across the plateau.

“It didn’t take much time to prove him wrong,” I said. “I had a feeling that I’d made the correct decision the moment I was handed off to Liawen and a bunch of topless servants before your Tasting.”

“Of course,” Kyriel said with a snort. “The priorities of males…”

“But I knew I made the right decision when I met you,” I added. “I’d never seen anything or anyone so beautiful.”

“Mm…that’s a better answer.”

Her draconic maw stretched into a wide grin as she rose up to her full height, then closed her eyes. I watched, mesmerized, as her body gradually began to shrink. Her wings and tail receded, her silver blue scales molted into pale Avetharri flesh, and her claws transformed into delicate elven hands and feet. Soon she was crouched on a knee, her breathing heavy and her naked body gleaming in the sunlight.

“Faarea,” she whispered. “Does that…does that ever get easier?”

“Yes and no,” I said, appreciating her feminine curves as she brought herself upright. Her golden hair was practically blinding in the sunlight. “The process will become more natural, but after a while you’ll start to feel strange in your own body, like your natural form isn’t natural anymore.”

Kyriel looked up at me, her yellow draconic eyes finally reverted to their normal cerulean blue. “That sounds awful.”

“It is unsettling,” I admitted. “Vin said that the Elder Dragons almost never assume their elven forms. Some may not even remember how. But…well, that’s a long way off.”

Bracing myself I stretched out my arms and cooled my own dragon blood. The transformation was much quicker than hers had been, though I was sure it appeared equally dramatic. In the span of a few seconds, I was a man again, naked as the day he was born.

“The glamour stones take just as much getting used to,” I said, grinning as I touched the small blue vatari crystal dangling from her new necklace. It conjured an illusory blue dress with a long slit up the left side, as well as golden bangles over her wrists and ankles. The former was a perfect match for her eyes, the latter a perfect match for her hair.

“It’s cold!” Kyriel said, clutching her arms as a bitter gust of mountain wind blasted over us.

“That part I can help with.”

I reached out and pulled her in for a kiss. Her body immediately melted into mine, and as her breasts pushed into my chest and my cock swelled against her belly, I found myself wondering how dragon couples had ever kept their hands off each other. Before the Blood Drought, it would have been rare but not uncommon for some of a Wyrm Lord’s harem to be dragons themselves. They would have effectively been naked all the time…

“Mm,” Kyriel murmured as our lips parted. The wind caught her long blond hair and blew it across her face. “That is better.”

I smiled. “Dragons are coldblooded creatures. They need to lay together in the sun for warmth.”

“Nothing in my blood is cold right now.” She lifted her knee and brushed it against my cock. “I doubt yours is, either.”

“Good point.”

We kissed again, longer and slower and more passionately this time. I was tempted to pick her up and carry her somewhere, but there wasn’t really anyplace to go. The best we could manage up here was a patch of grass instead of rocks and dirt.

“This whole dragon thing,” Kyriel whispered. “It opens up so many possibilities I thought closed forever.”

I helped push her hair out of her eyes. “You mean like how you’ll have every right to become Sovereign someday now?”

“There’s that, yes. But mostly, I was thinking about how I never imagined I’d be able to fuck my consort on top of a mountain.”

I snickered. “The problem with that is you’ll change again. I figured you’d want to stay and enjoy the view a little while longer.”

“I do, but I told you I’m getting cold.”

She hadn’t needed to tell me that, not with her hard nipples pressed against my chest.

“At the very least, I could use a hot drink,” Kyriel purred. “Got anything that might help?”

“Only if you’re willing to work for it,” I teased. “I don’t see any servants around.”

“Then it’s a good thing I don’t mind getting my hands dirty.” She pecked my lips again. “Or my knees.”

Kyriel’s lips curled into a dark, seductive smile as she deactivated her glamour stone, then did the same with mine. She slowly sank down in front of me, her blue eyes staying locked on mine even as her moist lips grazed the tip of my waiting cock.

“I thought princesses never knelt before their consorts,” I managed as my hand rifled through her golden hair.

“You’re not just my consort anymore, remember?” she asked. “You’re my husband.”

I smiled down at her, my fingers tracing over the tip of her pointed ear. “We haven’t told anyone about your plan. Or had any ceremonies. Or figured out what to call you, since Vin is First Wife.”

“The details can wait,” Kyriel said, her eyes twinkling as she dragged her tongue along my shaft. “What matters is that you’re my husband, and I want to taste your seed.”

I moaned softly, then cast a quick glance to my left. The distant soldiers might have been able to see us as dragons, but there was no way they would be able to see our human and elves bodies. It was probably for the best, though it would have been amusing to watch their reactions when they saw their almost mythical Dragon Princess kneeling in front of a human who had once been a soldier like them.

“When I was younger, I used to spend entire days on the palace ramparts imagining what it would be like when I could finally fly without a wyvern or a saddle,” Kyriel said, tongue flicking over the swollen tip. “I never imagined I’d be so reliant on the power of my consort’s seed.”

I laughed. “Well, I’m sure you also never imagined he’d be a dustborn.”

“Or so large,” she said with a smirk. “For a few weeks, the entire fate of the province rested on your ability to transform into a dragon and protect us. Now it rests on this human spigot of yours never running dry.”

“Then everyone in Lostrien is lucky that I always keep plenty in reserve. Though to be honest, I’m supposed to be saving up for Vin. She instructed me not to spill for an entire week before the branding.”

Kyriel snorted. “Did you even make it a single day?”

“No,” I said. “You keep wanting to practice, and it’s my royal duty to help you transform.”

“Mm,” she murmured. “I apologize, I never seem to consider the immense burdens we’re all placing upon you.”

Kyriel opened her mouth and swallowed me whole. The instantaneous heat and suction triggered a surge of euphoria through my entire body, and I planted my hand on the back of her head to help guide her movements.

“I definitely feel…mmm…ignored,” I moaned, closing my eyes as she began bobbing up and down on my stem. “Like none of you…ooo…give me any…attention…ngn!”

I pulled her head tightly against me as I lost control, blasting a volley of hot seed right past her tonsils and into her throat. I had already given her a fresh load this morning to help her transform, but the hours since had given me more than enough to recover. She did her royal best to take everything I gave her, but several thin white rivers inevitably streamed over her lips before I finished.

My knees wobbled in lethargy, but I smiled down at her in contentment when she pulled back and swallowed. “Le’thos!” Kyriel gasped. “I should have you flogged for trying to drown your princess.”

“Sorry,” I said, though I was anything but. “You said you wanted something to keep you warm.”

“Yes…I…ooo…”

She trailed off, her eyes fluttering in ecstasy as her vatari tattoos flared to life. The intricate blue markings fed on the magic in my seed, triggering a trance-like euphoria. I wondered if it might be enough to cause her to transform back into a dragon, but so far that only seemed to happen when I filled her womb rather than her throat.

Still, I couldn’t deny that it was immensely satisfying to watch a beautiful woman revel in the taste of my seed, whether it was Kyriel feeding her hungry tattoos, Liawen serving her chosen master, or Vinarys being an unrepentant slut. They all had their unique charms.

“They seem even brighter than normal,” I commented as I caught my breath and crouched down in the grass beside her. My fingers traced over the blue markings, enjoying the softness of her flesh.

“And they don’t get corrupted in the Pale,” Kyriel said, licking the last of the pearly bounty hanging from her lips. “I tested it last night; I was there for quite a while and they didn’t turn green. Must be another side effect from the Shalassan relic.”

I nodded absently. “Just too bad you can’t extend that protection to anyone else.”

“Even if I could spare them from the chill, the Pale isn’t a welcoming place.”

“No, but it’s another exotic location where we could fuck in private.”

Kyriel snorted, then playfully pushed me over. We mock wrestled in the short grass, our bodies entwined as we both tried to end up on top of the other. Her overcharged tattoos had dramatically increased her strength, but I was still twice her size and far more experienced with the art of grappling. I could have easily pinned her beneath me if I’d wanted to.

But this was one fight I didn’t mind losing. After a lot of rolling and giggling, she ended up mounted on top of me, her thighs clamping my waist and her long hair blowing behind her.

“I always knew that fighting made men hard,” she said, sliding her fingers back around my thick shaft. It was throbbing right in front of her stomach, eager for her to lift herself up and guide him into her slick, waiting core. “Now I have proof.”

“It’s not the fight—it’s you,” I told her. “He’s ready to make you a dragon again anytime.”

Kyriel snickered but shook her head. “Not just yet. The view up here really is wonderful.”

“The best,” I agreed, reaching out to give her breasts a firm squeeze. She gave me a wry smirk, then took my wrists and moved my hands to her thighs.

“Maybe you should still build a house up here,” she said, sweeping her gaze across the plateau. “Sol’s Retreat, Lord Farric’s personal villa.”

“Maybe I will. Though I’ll need a castle of my own first. Vin has talked about Oro Sarn and Toron Hîth as possibilities, but I don’t really want to think about that until the war is over.”

She nodded solemnly, the girlish mirth on her face slowly fading. “I almost wish he’d attack us again,” she whispered. “I want to hit him with my breath and burn that smug grin right off his white maw.”

I wanted to see that as much as she did, if for no other reason than it would be nice to test her radiant dragonbreath before our forces converged on Oro Sarn. Though even if her breath couldn’t harm Rilas, we knew for a fact that her luminous arrows could. After all our bloody skirmishes, we finally possessed the weapon we needed to put an end to his madness. All I needed now was a way to protect myself from his shadow magic if he tried to drain me again…

“I wouldn’t mind having him attack just so we could figure out what he’s planning,” I murmured. “A whole week without any sightings…either he’s more injured than we thought, or he’s up to something particularly big.”

“I think he’s hurt,” Kyriel said. “Maybe he’ll send one of his bugs to try and parley.”

I snorted. I couldn’t decide if it was more ridiculous to imagine Rilas or his Tirzak engaging in diplomacy. He was utterly determined to become Dragon Sovereign, and I had no doubt that he would rather face oblivion than relent on his delusions of grandeur. The Tirzak had never once attempted to negotiate with the Empire either, though they were typically smart enough to return to their mountains and hide whenever the tide turned against them.

“Dalodir’s Spine may be the only mountain range in Lostrien the Tirzak have never infested,” Kyriel said. “The Chol must have kept them out.”

“The orcs, more likely,” I replied. “The Legion only drove the last tribe out of here a few years ago. As far as I know, nobody in Lostrien has seen a Chol since before my grandfather was born.”

“Longer than that, thank the Goddess.”

I nodded distantly. I had fought nearly every other creature in Lostrien, from gnolls to orcs to the Tirzak, but fortunately I’d never encountered a Chol. Some of the books that Vinarys had taken from Ust Perya included illustrations of the “Godcursed” elves, and their gangly, malformed bodies definitely belonged with the other abominations of the Underworld.

“I spoke with Grand Magister Lavanis early this morning,” Kyriel said, sliding her fingers over the tiny hairs on my chest. “He’s deeply concerned about what happens if and when we kill Rilas.”

“You mean politically?” I asked, frowning. “Or because the swarm might go crazy without a leader?”

“Neither. He’s concerned about the Godsoul fragment Rilas seems to have absorbed. When he dies, it might seek another host.”

“Like a demon.”

My lip twisted. It wasn’t often that I felt queasy when a beautiful woman was straddling me, but even the pleasant warmth of Kyriel’s body and the smoothness of her thighs wasn’t enough to keep my stomach from twisting at the thought of a Godsoul looking for a new host.

“Lavanis is hoping that I will be able to banish it back into the Pale, but I have no idea how I’d do that,” Kyriel said. “It’s been a long time since the Empire has had to face such a threat. The Council of Wyrms sealed away most records in Lomir Drakath, but we still haven’t received a missive from a single Elder Dragon.”

She hissed and shook her head. “It’s maddening. What could they possibly be doing on their ashen thrones that’s more important than this?”

“I don’t know, but it seems like folly to rely on anyone but ourselves at this point,” I told her. “Whatever happens, we obviously can’t allow anyone else to claim that Godsoul. Imagine if one of the Tirzak absorbed it, then vanished into the mountains to breed and rebuild.”

The wind blew Kyriel’s hair across her face, but she didn’t seem to notice. Her blue eyes had gone distant, and her hands had paused on their journey across my chest.

“When he dies, his Tirzak disciples will suffer immensely,” she whispered. “Even if they escape the battlefield, they will rot away from within.”

“Why?” I asked. “They can’t possibly love him that much.”

“It isn’t about that. It’s about the Vastien Glamor—the Wasting Echo.” She looked back down at me. “Mortals who are given the ability to channel the Aether from a Godsoul eventually become dependent on it. My people wither but typically survive, but most dustborn perish over time.”

“You’re saying that accepting the power of a Godsoul is a death sentence?”

“If that power is later withdrawn, yes. I doubt that Rilas warned his followers about it before he offered them his power.”

My stomach twisted. I wasn’t overburdened with sympathy for the Tirzak, but I had no idea that worshiping the Old Gods had such a cost. The fact that anyone was willing to accept such a bargain seemed insane to me.

But then again, I was a sorcerer and a dragon. I had been born with powers that others couldn’t earn with a lifetime of work and sacrifice. Blood and faith were the only two paths to the Aether, so it shouldn’t have been surprising that some people would be willing to sacrifice almost anything for a chance at that power. Many of them—perhaps most of them—would still make that choice even knowing the consequences. The fact that the Godsworn had endured for thousands upon thousands of years was no accident.

“Well,” I said after a moment, “from a purely tactical standpoint, it’s yet another reason our strategy should be focusing on eliminating Rilas. Without him, it all falls apart. If he hides in that fortress, it’s going to be a bloody fight even with three dragons. Between the Tirzak and the Windsong wyverns, he still has a lot of flyers at his disposal.”

Kyriel nodded absently, then patted my chest and swung her legs off me. She stood and helped me to my feet.

“Enough of war,” she said. “Let’s take a walk.”

I frowned when she reactivated her glamour stone and covered herself with the illusory blue dress.

“It will take us several hours to fly home,” I reminded her. “Aren’t you worried about being late?”

“I’m the Dragon Princess—I can never be late.”

Kyriel smiled. When I reached up to conjure my own illusory outfit, she snatched my wrist and stopped me.

“I prefer my consort to be naked whenever possible.”

I snorted. “You know, I have noticed that about you.”

With a girlish giggle, she took my hand and pulled me along with her as she started walking north across the plateau. “I’d just like to enjoy the view a little longer. We’ll head over to that hill with the trees.”

“All right. And then what?”

“Then I’m going to get back on top of you,” Kyriel said. “And you’re going to make me a dragon again.”
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We were back in Tir Bereth the next morning, and I helped Kyriel transform again right after breakfast. We made love in the palace garden most of the time now, typically in the same private little spot where she’d first given herself to me. Her room and balcony were still being repaired from her first destructive transformation, and there weren’t that many other private spots where dragons could fuck and transform in peace.

I watched her from the ground for a while, enjoying the sight of her sweeping low and the sounds of the people cheering in the streets as she did so. Her mother wanted her out and visible as much as possible, and after our two-day tour of Lostrien, it was once again time to bring the glory of the Dragon Princess back to the capital.

But while Kyriel entertained the public and practiced with her new form, I had less glamorous work to attend to. Arindur planned to meet me on Lightpoint Spire this morning, so I made my way up to the tower to wait. It was the highest point in the city, and it offered a clear view of the western gates where more vassal house soldiers were arriving every few hours.

“War is much easier when the fundamentals don’t change all the time,” the ranger growled shortly after he had arrived and unrolled his maps out on the table next to us. “Going from one dragon to three has wasted weeks of planning and preparation.”

“I’ll let the princess know that you’re disappointed by her transformation,” I said, leaning against the edge and watching Kyriel soar over the Wyrmshade Forest in the distance. “I’m sure she’ll appreciate it.”

“Mm,” he muttered, then smiled thinly. “In all seriousness, I never thought I’d live to see so many dragons at once. When I was a boy, there were three in Lostrien. After Sovereign Alessara’s mother finished her term and departed for Lomir Drakath, that left only two. Now there are four, and if you do your job we could have a dozen in another generation.”

“Well, unfortunately, the number is going to have to shrink before it gets larger. Rilas has to be stopped.”

“Indeed.” The ranger’s mouth twitched, and he crossed his arms over his chest. “Reminds me of something I heard as a child, I can’t even remember where. ‘The Empire has many enemies, but dragons will be the death of dragons.’”

“Sounds like something a Godsworn cultist would say.”

“Maybe, but unfortunately there is some truth to it. House Bastrel isn’t the only Great House in the Empire which turned against its rightful sovereign. If anything, the Blood Drought has made it more common.”

Arindur’s eyes went distant for a few moments, but then he shook the thought away.

“Regardless, the latest reports are encouraging,” he said, returning his attention to the map. “The Tirzak have attacked five more supply caravans heading south from Rhunaste to Tari Hyare, but our losses haven’t been severe. Most of House Akathi’s might comes from the leophon riders, and thus far the White Wyrm hasn’t tried to engage them.”

“Still licking his wounds from Ust Perya,” I said. “Hopefully literally.”

“My rangers have been able to block all attempted penetrations through the Sunbreak Hills, and the bugs haven’t tried to move south past the Crossroads yet. We have them bottled up pretty tight in Oro Sarn.”

“Hopefully we can keep it that way. I’m still worried that Rilas will eventually start moving his soldiers through the Pale and depositing them behind our lines. If he joins the fights himself, he could force us to spread out across most of the province. It worked well for him in Ust Perya, and that was within the confines of a city. It would be far more effective here.”

Arindur shrugged. “Maybe he is seriously wounded. Or maybe he’s too stupid to have thought about it.”

“I hope for either but I doubt both,” I said. “And I’m sure he’s planning something, especially if these raids aren’t proving effective.”

“Who knows, maybe he’ll send an envoy to negotiate.”

The thought was so ridiculous I actually laughed. I couldn’t conceive of a scenario where Rilas would try to parlay…or where Sovereign Alessara would be willing to listen to him if he did.

“I consulted the archives,” Arindur said. “There’s no mention of strategies on how to deal with Palewalking foes in wartime. Probably because there hasn’t been a war involving shadow magic for thousands of years.”

And because that knowledge would likely be suppressed even if there were, I added quietly to myself. The Vaz Gorati didn’t want to give anyone ideas about tactical applications for magic that was outlawed. And having seen it in action—and the demons it could unleash—I couldn’t exactly hold it against them.

“I know you explained it all at the briefing, but some things are still difficult to imagine,” Arindur went on, his brow creasing. “Fractures in the Veil? Demons possessing bodies?”

“And Princess Kyriel is the only one who can close them,” I confirmed gravely. “The only good news, if you can call it that, is the fact that Rilas might not understand what he was doing. The fractures seemed like a side effect of him moving his Tirzak forces around, not an intentional strategy. If he’d wanted to flood Ust Perya with demons, he could have done that at any point.”

“Maybe he’s not as insane as we thought.”

“Or he hasn’t figured it out yet. Or he wasn’t that desperate.” I shook my head. “His swarm may be trapped at Oro Sarn, but he isn’t finished yet. A part of me wants to attack before we have all our forces just to try and end this as soon as possible, but I know that introduces plenty of other problems.”

Arindur tapped a few of the fiefdom crossings on the map. “Provisions are a bigger holdup than men right now. Supplying a siege isn’t easy, especially considering how much you humans eat.”

I chuckled, and I felt some of the tension drain out of my muscles. Some…but not much.

“That’s something I wanted to discuss with Morovir and Lord Starmantle later. With all the ways Rilas can move around, I don’t think a conventional siege is possible. We’re not going to starve him out.”

“His Tirzak have to eat,” Arindur pointed out. “They’ve been stealing Windsong supplies and foraging in the mountains, but that can’t last forever. By winter, they’ll—”

“Making Rilas desperate will cause him to do all the things I’m afraid of,” I interrupted. “And if we give him enough time to sit there and think, he’ll eventually realize he can do a lot more damage. A siege isn’t an option—we’ll have to attack and destroy his army.”

Arindur tapped the map again. “Oro Sarn is one of the most fortified places in Lostrien. Even with three dragons blasting the walls, it won’t be easy to get soldiers inside. And the bugs can easily hole up in the mountain and make it almost impossible to hunt them all down.”

“I know, I’m just saying we need to figure something out before he starts causing serious damage.”

We held our thoughts for silence in a moment before Kyriel soared over the city again, this time lower than before. I smiled at the cheers and the rush of wind following in her wake. I’d had plenty of fun after I’d transformed for the first time, but I hadn’t known that I was a dragon until literally days beforehand. Kyriel had spent her entire life waiting for this opportunity. It must have been that much more gratifying and relieving for her.

“Well, forget Oro Sarn for a moment,” Arindur said. “Rumor has it you’re going to head back underground soon.”

I nodded, my thoughts abruptly shifting away from the war and back to Nirivi. “As early as tomorrow, if possible.”

“I don’t suppose there’s any chance of you bringing a drow army back with you, is there?”

“Not likely, I’m afraid. The new Matron Mother needs every soldier she has to fend off rivals and maintain order.”

Arindur crossed his arms and grunted. “You remember the warning I gave you about avoiding highborn politics at all costs?”

“Vividly.”

“Well, the drow are even worse. But you just can’t help yourself, can you? It’s like you enjoy walking into pits filled with vipers.”

“We all have our callings,” I replied dryly.

Arindur scoffed and shook his head. “When I first heard the rumor that Lord Farric had found himself a drow wife, I figured that even you couldn’t possibly be that insane. But after I thought about it for a little, I knew it must have been true. What’s next, an orc from the Mistvale Mountains?”

“You sound jealous. It makes me want to consider it.”

Arindur laughed. I smiled, but I also felt a sudden tingle around my throat at the memory of Nirivi’s icy garrote. I wondered if she might break it out for the binding ceremony. If nothing else, I couldn’t wait to see Vin’s reaction to it.

I also couldn’t wait to kiss the drow’s lips again…or to claim her as my own. I had never met another woman like her, and I imagined I never would.

“Having a drow in my harem will be a challenge,” I said eventually. “But it’s also a tremendous opportunity. There hasn’t been a true political alliance between Tir Bereth and Ust Perya in many centuries. Everyone stands to benefit.”

“I’ll believe it when there’s a drow ambassador attending court. And when none of the other courtiers end up mysteriously dead a few days later.” He shook his head again. “I didn’t believe that the Empire was ready for a dustborn dragon. Honestly, I still don’t. Once the news reaches the other provinces, their reactions will be interesting to behold.”

“Interesting is one way to describe it. They’ll be even more shocked in a few years when there’s a drow-dustborn hybrid with dragon blood walking around.”

Arindur turned and walked over to the edge of the battlements. “The Empire isn’t built for change,” he said after a moment. “Fast or slow. We Avetharri enjoy stability and tradition. You dustborn are like whirlwinds of chaos.”

“Sometimes a little chaos is a good thing,” I told him. “Just not the kind that Rilas wants to sow.”

The ranger nodded. “Then I guess we’d better figure out how to defeat him. Because I get the feeling that one way or another, this is all going to be over soon.”


Interlude
Rilas


[Our children have withdrawn. Many hunters and warriors were lost .]

The discordant voices of the Tirzak clutch mothers sang inside Rilas’s head. Their report was completely unnecessary—he watched the skirmishes himself through the senses of his disciples. The power of the Godsoul gave him many additional eyes and ears across his territory, and he could command his followers far more effectively than traditional field commanders with their calling crystals.

The clutch mothers knew all of that, of course, but they were increasingly concerned about the fate of their many children. Like Rilas himself, they had begun to wonder if victory—and vengeance—had slipped beyond their reach.

[Their attacks will delay the enemy’s forces,] Rilas assured them. [Their sacrifices will secure the future of the clutch.]

The latter statement wasn’t strictly true, but he tried to sound convincing nonetheless. It wasn’t difficult. While Sovereign Alessara’s forces had repelled the vast majority of the swarm’s attacks on Legion supply caravans, they had still delayed the enemy’s provisions and forced them to commit valuable resources to defense. The sacrifices of a few hundred Tirzak warriors was a small price to pay to buy them time.

Because in the end, that was all he needed to ensure their victory.

The White Wyrm reopened his eyes and pulled his mind back from the Godsoul burning inside him. He was alone inside a large cavern waiting to begin a meeting he had arranged several days earlier. A week had passed since the battle at Ust Perya, and he had regained both his strength and his confidence. The Eye of Abalor had already taught him more than he imagined possible. But before he could prevail over the Legion and claim his rightful place as Dragon Sovereign, there were three very specific things he needed to accomplish.

The first one he hoped to achieve today. And if everything went well, he would be able to achieve his second shortly thereafter.

His guests arrived just a few minutes later. Rilas didn’t see or hear them; even clad in thick armor, the shadow knights moved as quietly as their namesakes. They had repeatedly impressed him with their skill, not to mention their punctuality. Once Rilas had the opportunity to build his own Wyrmguard, he hoped he could make them half this effective. Captain Jhael and his men weren’t responsible for Sulestra’s failed insurrection.

“Lord Bastrel,” the shadow knight leader said as he emerged from the dark passageway on the opposite side of the cavern. “It is a great honor to stand before you again.”

Jhael dropped to a knee, as did the rest of his men. There were five in total, all clad in the same black adamantine armor and wearing the same long, slightly curved swords on their belts. The last time they had met in this cavern, General Sulestra had accompanied the shadow knights, though her mere presence had kept them silent. They may have been great warriors, but they were as brow-beaten as any other drow males.

Or at least, they had been. Rilas was hoping he could change all of that.

“You may rise,” the White Wyrm said, keeping his head as high as he could manage within the confines of the cave. While he highly doubted that the shadow knights were here to seek vengeance against him for abandoning the battle in Ust Perya, he hadn’t ruled out the possibility. They had lost a fight they were supposed to win, after all, and he knew from experience that few things could poison an otherwise rational mind as thoroughly as defeat.

But Rilas also knew that with Sulestra gone, Captain Jhael and his men had nowhere else to go.

“I am pleased to see that most of your men survived,” Rilas said. “Your mistress’s arrogance and poor planning led to quite the calamity.”

He watched the knights closely as they stood, wondering if they might challenge his interpretation of the events and blame him for their sudden exile. But in all likelihood, Jhael and his men would keep their fury directed at Sulestra, not the dragon who had flown his warriors behind enemy lines and nearly delivered them victory.

“The city is lost, my lord,” Jhael said, removing his closed helmet and revealing an unkempt shock of white hair. “The Second Daughter has reasserted control over most of the houses.”

Inwardly, Rilas smiled. He had been hoping that his sister would be able to seize control when the fighting finally stopped, but he’d lacked a means of confirming that until now. Pride swelled inside him. Nirivi was a Bastrel, so she naturally understood power. He yearned for the chance to get to speak with her. That was the second of his three current goals.

Hopefully, Jhael and his men would be able to help him achieve it.

“There are pockets of resistance but no leadership,” the drow man went on. “The houses fear the gold dragon, and they know that the Second Daughter has his protection and support. If the Spider Queen does not anoint another priestess soon, Lady Nirivi will be able to consolidate her power that much quicker.”

“Good,” Rilas said.

The shadow knight’s faintly glowing red eyes flickered in the darkness. “My lord?”

“You’re aware that she is my half-sister, yes? I never had any intention of harming her. She is not my enemy, and she doesn’t have to be yours.”

Jhael glanced back at his men. Since they were still wearing their helmets, Rilas couldn’t see their faces, but he could sense their trepidation nonetheless.

“Matron Mother Daerulis is dead, and your missive said that General Sulestra has been captured,” Rilas added. “For the first time in countless generations, Ust Perya is no longer under Zelioth’s control. My sister is a proper sorceress, not the disciple of a dying god.”

“But she fought against you,” Jhael said. “She sides with the House Valostri and the dustborn dragon.”

“For now, yes, but loyalties can change. What’s important is that if the Spider Queen no longer controls you, then your females no longer control you, either. They have kept powerful and worthy males like you under their yoke for far too long.”

Rilas lowered his draconic maw closer to the shadow knight. “There is another path forward for you and your men. You could have a future with House Bastrel on the surface.”

Jhael’s expression was unreadable. The facial control was remarkable for a man who was so often able to hide behind his helmet. Rilas wondered if he’d been taught the skill or if it was a natural gift.

“What kind of future?” the shadow knight asked.

“A bright one,” Rilas said. “At the start of this war, I had hoped to leave most of the noble houses in Lostrien intact, but now that they are actively opposing me, that is no longer an option. I will need new leaders in the Sovereign’s court—leaders who have proven their worth and their loyalty. Imagine a new Great House, the first in all of Varellon led by a drow male.”

“The Empire would never permit such a thing.”

“The Empire is weak. Abethaal and Lostrien are both in crisis, yet we hear nothing from Lomir Drakath. Whatever is occupying the Council’s attention, the Elder Dragons will no more oppose you than they will oppose me.”

Rilas paused for a moment and swept his gaze over the others.

“There will be many opportunities for ascension when this war is over,” he went on. “The vassal lords who have opposed me will be replaced, but their families can still serve a purpose. The Wyvernwing Coast is quite lovely, as are Lord Akathi’s daughters. It is one thing to destroy a house, but quite another to breed it out of existence. Wouldn’t you agree?”

Jhael mulled over the words, his expression still difficult to read. “But how will you defeat the Dragon Sovereign and her dustborn wyrm? They have more dragons, more resources, and more soldiers.”

“We don’t need to defeat their dragons,” Rilas insisted. “At least, not at first. For now, crippling their armies will be enough. And with the aid of you and your men, I can do just that.”

He paused for a moment, giving them time to process his words before continuing.

“We have another ally I wasn’t aware of,” Rilas added. “An ally that will tip the scales decisively in our favor. But unfortunately, their presence must remain a secret until the Sovereign has fully committed her forces. Once she and her men are on the road to Oro Sarn, we can destroy them, dragons and armies both.”

Jhael glanced back at his men. They seemed to communicate with their eyes alone.

“We need to know more,” the knight said eventually.

“Then listen,” Rilas said. “And I will share with you my vision of the future.”


2
Bound in Blood


“Shalassa, Maiden of the Moon, goddess of light and revelation,” I read, moving my fingertip line by line through the scribbled translation in front of me. “Worshipped in some Godsworn cults as Shalassa the Shadowblade, a treacherous goddess of darkness, murder, and secrets. The truth, as always, is beyond our reach.”

I paused and looked at the scribe sitting at the table in the palace library. He looked young despite the fact he was twice my age. The magisters in Gûl Norigaad didn’t even consider taking assistants who were younger than fifty. It was yet another reminder of how young Princess Kyriel was compared to nearly everyone she talked to on a regular basis. Vinarys as well, though the Vaz Gorati seemed to accept plenty of young acolytes, and they were also more willing to give them influential positions for whatever reasons.

“Seems like you’re making excellent progress here,” I said, gesturing to the other tomes stacked on the table. Three other scribes were currently in the library working on translations of the books we’d brought back from Ust Perya a week ago. Since most of them were written in Qevlâs, only a handful of scholars in the city could actually read them.

“We are working as quickly as we can, my lord,” the scribe, Hanlir, said. “We should be finished in a few more days.”

I whistled, genuinely impressed. Such a feat of academic alacrity wouldn’t have been possible without the aid of the archival crystals, but that didn’t diminish their accomplishment in my eyes. I was just thankful that they were willing to help work on drow texts, and sacreligious ones at that.

“What does this last line say?” I asked, glancing between the translation and the original. I may not have been able to read most of the words, but it looked to me like a sentence was missing.

“Erm,” Hanlir mumbled. “It says ‘the truth, as always, is beyond our reach…and it is not in the nature of the blood sisters to pursue it.’”

I nodded in understanding. “Ah. Worried about uncovering a bit of blasphemy?”

I spotted a flash of red in the man’s cheeks. “I apologize, my lord, but these texts are filled with profane language. We have been attempting to—”

“I want you to translate all of it, especially the profane parts,” I said, setting the book down. “Blood Mother Vinarys has given you her blessing, so there’s nothing to fear. Translation isn’t the same as endorsement.”

“Yes, my lord,” Hanlir said. He let out a breath he seemed like he’d been holding for a while. “Thank you.”

“I should be the one thanking you for all your hard work. With luck, there’s something here we can use against the White Wyrm. Carry on.”

The scribe nodded. From his expression, I got the sense that he didn’t see how any of this could be useful in the war effort, but also that he was immensely relieved to be off the hook for anything they found. I had been well aware of the fact that the Vaz Gorati were the stewards of Imperial dogma, and that they did everything in their power to prevent and punish the worship of the Old Gods. But I’d never thought about how the Grand Magister and his fellow sorcerers—the seekers of arcane knowledge—must have had to tiptoe around the blood priestesses just to do their jobs.

Having Vinarys take over for Blood Mother Sianeth was going to prove quite transformative, maybe almost as much as a dustborn dragon becoming the princess’s consort. Vin was still concerned about how the overall sisterhood would react to the news, but she intended to be branded and possibly pregnant with a dragon’s child before the Mother Superior got the news in Tir Lanathel. Being on the complete opposite side of the continent had its advantages.

In a few hours, I’ll be in the bonding chamber helping her with both goals, I thought to myself as I left the library. It was going to be a very long, very draining night.

And I couldn’t wait.

While I walked back to my chambers, I paid extra attention to the paintings in the long corridor that led out the library. Dozens of famous battles were depicted here, including a few involving the Tirzak in ages past. The paintings all featured a dragon obliterating a swarm of mantis warriors with a deadly breath attack, though recent events made me question if it had ever been that easy. The only paintings here that depicted a struggle rather than a slaughter involved the dreaded Chol, the “Godcursed” monstrosities who lived deep beneath the mountains of Varellon. They were drawn to sorcery like sharks to blood, proving yet again that there was nowhere more awful than the Underworld.

I approached my room, hoping to clean up and perhaps even catch a nap before Liawen arrived to escort me into the binding chamber. But surprisingly, my concubine was already waiting for me when I arrived.

“My lord,” Lia greeted, offering me her usual warm and welcoming smile. Since tonight was a special occasion, she was dressed more elegantly than normal. She had traded her pretty but simple olive bandeau for an elaborate bra made of rich red fabric with gold metal trim. The loincloth around her waist was similar in style; a glimmering golden band acted as something of a belt to hold up the red fabric dangling between her smooth, slender elven legs. Interestingly, the outfit was a perfect match for the collar with the ruby gemstone she had worn since our official bonding ceremony.

I had seen Imperial concubines in similar outfits in illustrations and paintings around the palace, but Lia wore it better than any of them. If I didn’t need to save my strength for tonight’s ceremony, I might very well have stripped her out of it and taken her right then and there.

“You’re here early,” I commented as I moved across the room, my eyes fixated on how the red-gold bra framed her breasts. “Not that I’m complaining, mind you.”

Her smile widened as I slipped my hands around the sides of her waist. Lia slid her arms around the back of my neck, then lifted herself up to give my lips a soft, warm kiss.

“I wanted to show you what I’ve been working on,” she breathed. “Do you like it?”

My eyes flicked down to her cleavage. “Yes. Though the wrapping can only be as beautiful as the present inside.”

She snickered and shook her head. “I mean what’s on the bed.”

I blinked and looked to my left. The rest of the world had faded into the background the instant I’d seen her new outfit, but I belatedly realized that she had laid out the new house heraldry she had been working on. It wasn’t just a small crest this time, but an entire banner spread out across the full length of the bedsheets.

And it was incredible.

“Escar’s mercy,” I breathed, too stunned to stop myself from using the blasphemous old phrase. A week ago, my concubine had come to me with a potential crest for House Farric, a shield with a golden dragon symbol emblazoned at the center. But somehow, seeing it like this on an actual banner one could drape from the battlements made the whole thing so much more…authentic. And the design was more resplendent than I could have imagined.

My own coat of arms, I thought, head shaking. My own noble house. My own familial legacy.

I couldn’t explain why it felt so surreal, especially after all the other unbelievable things that had happened to me in just one summer. I had gone from centurion to gladiator to consort to Wyrm Lord, all in the blink of an elven eye. The sight of embroidered fabric should have been mundane by comparison.

But then, a coat of arms was more than simply fabric. It was the symbol that would soon be seared into the flesh of my wives, demonstrating to the world that they were members of my dragon harem and forever marking their precious wombs as mine to seed.

Perhaps that was why it felt so different. Everything else that had happened was about me, but this…this was also about them and the bond of blood and seed we would soon share.

“Is my lord pleased?” Lia asked.

“More than pleased,” I whispered. “You’ve really outdone yourself. Again.”

I could feel Lia beaming with pride without turning to look at her. The creation of my house crest had been like an obsession for her, and all her focus and work had clearly paid off.

“My lord is kind and gracious, as always,” Lia said.

It took a great deal of effort to tear my eyes away from the banner. And once I did, it took even more effort to keep from lifting my concubine off her feet and thoroughly rewarding her for her efforts. She deserved all the attention I could spare.

“I’m amazed,” I said. “How did you finish it so quickly?”

“I couldn’t have done it alone,” she conceded. “I enlisted aid from the other servants. In order to recognize your brand, the people of Lostrien need to see it in more places than merely the bellies of your wives. It is tradition to fly at least one banner from a consort’s house in the capital. Sovereign Alessara wants it raised next to the Starmantle banner as soon as possible.”

Politics, I thought. The answer was always politics, in one way or another.

Still, I appreciated the gesture from the Dragon Sovereign nonetheless. She wanted to normalize my presence as much or more than anyone. We both stood to benefit from the results.

“If you approve of the final design,” she added, “I can give the order for the servants to begin producing more.”

“Oh, I definitely approve. It’s wonderful.”

I placed my hand on the embroidered crest, still a little overwhelmed when I imagined what it was going to look like fluttering next to banners from houses that had existed for hundreds upon hundreds of human generations. How many other houses had risen and fallen since Valostri had planted its banner here thousands of years ago? How long would House Farric endure once I was gone?

“My lord?” Lia asked, apparently seeing the crease on my face. “Is something wrong?”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Just thinking about what this all means. I realized I have a score of questions about how houses are actually started. Where do the servants come from? The soldiers? The people who live in the keep and villages?”

“House Farric will need gold and resources before it can bloom, but I’ve no doubt that House Valostri will help. The families of your other wives should as well. Perhaps Lady Nirivi can provide you with some shadow knights to serve as bodyguards.”

I snorted into a laugh. “You know, for some reason I don’t think that would help me sleep soundly.”

Lia smiled as she leaned over the banner and began folding the edges. “The most important question that will need to be answered is where you will establish your new fiefdom. Toron Hîth is the obvious choice—Blackwood Vale had not had a proper lord since the defeat of House Bastrel twenty years ago.”

“It’s a beautiful part of the country,” I said, nodding. “If you ignore the Tirzak infesting the Garothi Peaks, anyway.”

“There are a number of concerns,” Lia admitted. “While I know it’s unlikely that Nirivi will be able to spend a great deal of time there, especially compared to your other wives, there might be political implications about a Bastrel returning to Toron Hîth. Some in the court will undoubtedly be concerned about the message it could send.”

“I’ll send a message right back to them,” I grumbled. “Delivered by a dragon claw to the throat.”

Lia snickered. “I am certain it is a problem that can be overcome. But the concerns will be real and intense for some time, likely much of your human lifespan.”

In other words, it will only take them forty or fifty years to get over it, I thought darkly. Wonderful.

“Toron Hîth is not the only option, of course,” Lia said. “Even if there are survivors from House Windsong, Sovereign Alessara will strip them of their land. You could easily start your family—”

“I’d rather not think about any of that yet,” I said, lifting a hand. “We still have a war to win before we start dividing up the spoils.”

“Yes, my lord.”

While she continued folding the banner, I walked over to the table and poured myself a glass of wine. It was cool but not cold, and I found myself thinking about Nirivi again. Barring another major crisis, I planned on heading to Ust Perya with Vin tomorrow afternoon. I wasn’t looking forward to the journey, but I was eager to see her again. Hopefully she would also approve of my coat of arms, since she would be wearing it on her flesh for the rest of her long life…

“Vinarys will be waiting for us in the binding chamber soon,” Lia said after she had neatly folded the banner into a firm triangle. “I saw the finished brand mold this morning. It will look lovely on your wives.”

“I look forward to seeing it,” I said, finishing the small glass and enjoying the sweet sensation on my tongue. “You told me before that the binding ritual for dragon wives is similar to the bonding ritual for concubines.”

“Similar but still distinct, yes.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Since we’re about to do this, it seems like the time to tell me everything I need to know.”

Lia chuckled as she sauntered over to me at the table. I couldn’t help but stare at her flat belly as she moved, and I wondered how good my house brand would look encircling her navel. Concubines weren’t supposed to be given brands, since they weren’t permitted to bear the children of their dragon. But then, I also wasn’t supposed to kiss her or sleep in the same bed with her, but we’d broken that tradition right away. Perhaps someday we’d be in a position to break even more rules…

“I’ve already explained what you need to do,” she said. “I could remind you, if necessary. Blood Mother Vinarys will be upset if you forget your lines at a critical moment.”

I grunted. The truth was that I wasn’t remotely worried about disappointing Vin. Whatever annoyance she might feel as I stumbled my way through the ritual would vanish the moment I finished on her…and, for the first time, inside her.

“But I’ll be there to guide you in the process,” Lia added as she paused in front of me. “She thought you would find it…stimulating.”

“Well, she’s definitely right about that,” I replied, sliding my hands around her waist. She stretched up to give me one of her soft, passionate kisses that I’d feel echoing on my lips the rest of the day.

“Your only truly critical task is to freely spill your dragon seed,” she whispered, keeping our mouths close. “Twice at a minimum, though Mother Vinarys would never refuse more.”

“She’ll get as much as she wants. I’ve never disappointed her before.”

Lia giggled, then arched a brown eyebrow as she pushed her hand beneath my illusory outfit and dragged her fingertips across my chest. “Does that mean you took my advice?”

“You mean not spilling for two days before the ritual? I tried, but…Kyriel couldn’t wait that long. She needed some help transforming into a dragon this morning.”

“And the day before?”

“And the day before.”

“Just once?”

“Three times, actually,” I confessed. “But I couldn’t refuse a request from the princess, could I?”

“No, though I’m starting to wonder if she’ll be willing to share you with your wives…”

“There’s plenty to go around, don’t worry.” I feathered my fingers through her hair. “I wouldn’t mind giving you some right now. It’s been a few days.”

Lia’s brown eyes flashed. I could tell she was tempted by the offer, and my cock was swelling in anticipation of sliding into her tight faeyn body. If I hadn’t needed to give Kyriel an injection this morning, I would have already spun Lia around and taken her over the table…

“I would be happy to relieve you, my lord,” my concubine said breathily, “but Vinarys would never forgive me. It’s her special day. She…she deserves every drop.”

“Then I’ll make time for you tomorrow,” I promised, kissing her head. “First thing in the morning, if possible.”

She grinned. “You may still be exhausted.”

“We’ll find a way.” I planted another kiss on her forehead. “In the meantime, is there anything else we need to do to prepare?”

“One thing, my lord,” Lia said, tapping my glamour stone to dismiss the illusory outfit. “I need to give you a bath.”
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My bath was arousing and relaxing in equal measure, just as they always were when Lia was involved. She spent even more time scrubbing me than usual, which was clearly intended to excite me more than clean my skin. As concubine, her job was to get me eager and ready for the branding ceremony, just like it had been her job to get me eager and ready for the Tasting. The difference was that this time, I had to resist the temptation to bend her over and sate myself. It was more difficult than battling through an army of drow.

Eventually, one of the Vaz Gorati acolytes—Lycelle—came to the door and informed us that Vin was ready and waiting in the binding chamber. She led us through the palace, and I began to wonder if Vin planned to have both Lia and Lycelle help with the ceremony. I wouldn’t put it past her, if only to make both women as jealous as possible, especially her acolyte.

I smiled at the thought, wondering what Lycelle thought about all this. She had the unique honor of being the only other woman in the palace who had tasted my dragon seed; she was the same acolyte who had extracted a sample during the Tasting. That entire day was seared into my memory forever, so I had a flawless recollection of her slender fingers and thick lips on my cock while I’d been blindfolded at the ceremony. Later, she’d also been forced to watch me “anoint” Vin inside the chapel, and I vividly remembered how excited she had looked.

Poor girl, I thought wryly as we walked, admiring the sway of her hips beneath her red Vaz Gorati robe. One day, I needed to stop by the chapel and offer to let her enjoy another sample. Male dragons weren’t supposed to spill inside the wombs of females who weren’t branded or collared, but throats were no problem. I would be remiss if I didn’t take advantage of that loophole every now and then…

You’re on your way to brand your first wife, and this is what you’re thinking about? I scolded myself. Apparently Avetharri decadence was contagious.

I refocused my thoughts to the concubine on my arm as we spiraled through the old stairwell to the lower levels of the palace. It had been a while now since I had bonded here with Lia, but thinking about the experience conjured up a vast trove of pleasant memories. It was remarkable how many ancient, venerable traditions we’d shattered in a single night. Vin wouldn’t wish to be so cavalier, but the rules about a dragon’s wife weren’t anywhere near as restrictive as those involving his concubine. Right now, I just hoped I could remember my lines well enough.

Distantly, I pondered how many other male Wyrm Lords and their wives had bound their fates together in this chamber throughout Lostrien’s history. Probably hundreds, possibly more, though only a scattered few over the past couple of centuries. Since the province had never had a male sovereign, the only rituals that would have taken place here in Tir Bereth would have involved Dragon Princes. The Wyrm Lords from other families would have had their own chambers.

Whatever the true number, I would be the first human to take a concubine and now a wife. And once the war was over, I would very likely spend more time down here as my harem expanded. Victory over Rilas and the Tirzak would help some of the Great Houses get over their anti-human biases, and the rest would do so out of fear of their rivals getting access to my power. My future would be filled with branded bellies and fertile elven wombs…

But tonight would be the first. And a first was always special.

The sweet yet spicy smell of incense greeted us as we approached the binding chamber. Several red candles flickered from the wall sconces outside, and from the flicker of the dim light, I could tell there were even more inside. Lycelle bowed and gestured for us to enter.

“My lord,” Vinarys said in her darkest, sultriest voice, “you honor me with your presence.”

I paused in the doorway, my breath catching in my throat. The binding chamber—or Sammath Synthrada in the highborn tongue—was just as I remembered. The room was wide and deep, with many divans and loose cushions like a private room at Zinshasa’s Embrace. Burning candles were arranged ritualistically around the glyphic circle in the center of the floor, bathing everything in soft but warm light.

Then there was Vinarys herself. The priestess was standing at the center of the binding circle exactly where I had taken Lia for the first time. Vin had changed out of her normal robe of office into a flowing red garment that was ironically more similar to one of Lia’s concubine outfits. A silken bandeau struggled to contain the priestess’s breasts, and the flat stomach beneath was bare and waiting for my brand. The diaphanous skirt hanging over her legs left little to the imagination, and she was wearing slender golden bracelets over her wrists and ankles, all with loops which could easily be latched to something. The matching golden heels encasing her feet were so high I genuinely wondered if she’d had them adjusted after seeing Nirivi’s boots.

“You honor me with your beauty,” I said, moving inside. “You are worthy of your dragon’s attention.”

Vin smiled. Her red hair was up and braided, and the dark shadow around her green eyes made them as striking as Palefire. She had replaced her dark emerald amulet with a slender golden collar with a loop like her bracelets and anklets.

“My body shall soon be my lord’s temple,” she said, her voice still a low purr. “To be sanctified or defiled at his leisure.”

My pulse quickened at her words, and I belatedly realized it wouldn’t have made a difference if I had taken Lia in my chambers earlier. The sight of Vin would have made me as hard as the Garothi Peaks no matter how many times I’d spilled.

Vin allowed me to bask in her beauty for several silent seconds before she gestured to Lycelle. The young acolyte closed the door but stayed inside the chamber with us. Evidently, the new Blood Mother was intent on having an audience after all.

Lia, still holding my arm, gently nudged me forward to the ritual circle. For the first time, I noticed the bowl with golden ink near Vin’s feet. The liquid shimmered in the candlelight.

“You have served the dragon well, Priestess,” Lia said, her voice ringing with an uncharacteristic authority as if she were suddenly the one in charge. “But Lord Farric has little use for another concubine. He requires true devotion, a union forged in blood and seed.”

“Then I beg my lord to allow me to demonstrate my skill,” Vin replied, looking right at me, “and my obedience.”

Lia waited for a moment, then squeezed my arm. “I believe she will be an effective servant, my lord, and that her womb will be a vessel worthy of your blood legacy. Do you wish to give her the chance to prove herself?”

“Yes,” I said, nodding. “I do.”

“Then let us begin.”

Lia stepped away from me and stood next to Vin. My concubine was several inches shorter than the priestess, and Vin’s golden heels only further exacerbated that difference. Nevertheless, Lia’s posture turned haughty and imperious as if she had abruptly transitioned from concubine to Pain Maiden.

“Kneel before your dragon,” she commanded. “Your master.”

Vin did as she was told, her eyes staying locked on me the entire time. Her breath visibly quickened, and I swore I could actually feel her anticipation and excitement filling the chamber. She had been longing for this moment more than anyone, even me.

“Your servant is ready, my lord,” Lia said. “Bind her with your magic.”

I nodded, then reached out to the Aether. The glyphic circle around Vinarys, sketched in vatari dust, began to glow blue as the crystalline fragments fed upon the magic. I counted to ten, like Lia had suggested, then held out my hands toward the coiled chains on either side of the circle. My earth magic allowed me to easily manipulate rock and soil, but metal was usually more of a challenge. But with sufficient time and focus, I was able to call the chains to my fingertips.

“The chains of Dalodir the Unbroken,” Lia said. “Binding her by law and tradition.”

Leaning down, I fastened the left chains to the golden loop on Vin’s bracelet, effectively shackling her to the floor. When I drew closer to her, the scent of her flowery perfume tickled my nose, and I could feel the eager heat emanating from her body.

“I pledge to serve the dragon from now until I return to the Aether,” she said.

“The shackles of Solterys the First Sorcerer, Keeper of the Veil,” Lia went on as I fastened the other chain to her left arm. “Binding her to the service and glory of the Avethian Empire.”

“I pledge to serve the Empire,” Vin vowed. “Long may the Wyrm Lords reign.”

Lia nodded, then looked back at me. “And now, the final binding.”

Holding out my hand again, I called the chain directly behind Vinarys. It slowly came to my hand, and I clipped it to her collar.

“The choker of Zinshasa, Maiden of Lust,” Lia announced, “binding her to the service of your passions.”

“I pledge to satisfy my lord’s every desire,” Vin said. “May my beauty forever stir his passions.”

Her green eyes glimmered seductively as she spoke the words. Her chest heaved harder by the moment, and she kept rolling her tongue over her lips. She looked hornier than I’d ever seen her…and considering this was Vin, that was really saying something.

“Now, to mark her flesh in the name of House Farric,” Lia said. “So that every male in the Empire, from dragon to dustborn, knows that her womb is yours and yours alone.”

Squatting in front of her, I reached for the bowl of ink and dipped a fingertip inside it. Slowly, carefully, I brought the golden liquid to Vin’s stomach and traced the outline of the shield and dragon crest around her belly. The ink was little more than a golden smear once I was finished, but thankfully the ritual didn’t require me to be a painter. Before I’d entered the chamber, Vin should have already stamped herself with an invisible pattern of my house crest. It required two more ingredients to catalyze the mixture so it could sear into her flesh.

“May I become a worthy vessel of my lord’s power,” Vin whispered. “To carry his legacy into the future.”

“The bond must be opened with blood,” Lia said. “Offer your life to the dragon, and pray for his mercy.”

Vin leaned her head back, exposing her smooth neck. I ignited my dragon blood as I reached out for her, transforming my human hand into a golden dragon claw. With a quick and gentle swipe, I nicked the side of her throat and drew a thin line of blood. After gathering a few drops on my claw, I shifted it down to her belly and retraced my house crest as best I could.

The blood and ink swirled together in a red-gold mosaic, but they wouldn’t ignite without the most important component of the ritual—the creamy catalyst Vin had probably been dying to extract from the moment I stepped into the chamber.

“The bond must be sealed in seed,” Lia said. “Demonstrate your skill to the dragon.”

She reached up to my glamour stone and dispelled the illusion. Vin’s eyes flashed hungrily when she saw my throbbing stem, as if it were a delicacy she’d never tasted before. I struggled to imagine anything further from the truth. My cock had practically moved in with her tonsils the moment we’d met.

Vin parted her red lips, inviting me home. By tradition, dragon wives were supposed to make their new husband spill solely with their lips and mouths as a means of testing their skill and beauty. Vin had already passed this trial a dozen times over by now, but she still wished to perform the ritual anyway. Her acolyte was watching, after all, and the new Blood Mother surely wanted to impress her.

I shuffled forward, as eager to feed myself to her as she was to eat. But Lia intervened when my cock drew close, curling her fingers around the shaft and helping to guide me. Once the swollen head had pierced Vin’s lips, Lia placed her other hand on the back of the priestess’s red hair and pushed.

If Vin had been a new girl hoping to get my attention, I would have felt bad for her. Inhaling a dragon cock was a daring and difficult feat. But practice led to perfection, the old saying went, and Vin had trained long and hard to handle me when I was long and hard. I moaned in contentment at the moist, clenching heat as my entire length soon disappeared inside her.

The binding had officially begun. And it promised to be every bit as glorious as I’d hoped.

I heard a soft gasp from behind me, and I risked a quick glance back over my shoulder to see Lycelle watching her mistress’s throat bulge in a desperate attempt to accommodate my manhood. She actually licked at her lips, perhaps remembering how it had felt to draw my seed at the Tasting. I’d been blindfolded at the time, but I could still remember the gentle kisses of her lips…

“Look at him!” Lia ordered.

I turned back to see Vin staring up at me, eyes wide and lips wet as Lia continued looming over her. My cock disappeared then reappeared every second as Vin slid up and down my shaft.

“More,” Lia pressed. “Let him see how content you are. Show him that even your breath is his dominion!”

Vin mumbled something unintelligible, unable to speak with my manhood effectively gagging her. But as hot as she clearly was right now, she was also increasingly confused by Lia’s aggressiveness.

“Now beg for it,” my concubine said. “Beg for his seed.”

Vin gasped as she pulled back, my thick, throbbing head falling from her lips. “This…” she rasped, struggling to catch her breath. “This isn’t part of the ritual!”

“Beg for it!” Lia repeated more forcefully, then grabbed Vin’s hair and snapped her head back. “Prove your worth!”

The priestess appeared as stunned as I was, but it only took a moment before her green eyes flicked back to mine.

“Please, my lord,” she said, voice low and desperate. “I need your seed!”

Lia leaned forward until her lips were pressed right up against Vin’s pointed ear. “Tell him you want to taste it.”

“I want to taste it!”

“Tell him you want to wear it.”

“I want to wear it!”

“Tell him you want it inside you, to claim your body as his own.”

“I want it inside me,” Vin panted. “I need it inside me!”

Lia smiled devilishly, and if her brown eyes had suddenly turned red, I could have easily mistaken her for a drow.

“Then make him spill,” she breathed, “and become a dragon wife.”

This time, Vin didn’t wait for Lia to push her face back on my cock. She lunged forward as quickly as her chains would allow, enveloping me with a single gulp. After a solid minute of feeling the cool air on my wet cock, the renewed heat and suction felt more incredible than before. My knees wobbled as the pressure built inside me, and I didn’t try to hold back.

“Honor her, my lord,” Lia said. “Sanctify her with your seed!”

She had barely spoken the words before I careened over the edge. Lia pulled Vin’s head back the instant I burst, ensuring that I flooded the priestess’s mouth rather than firing it straight down her throat. Vin’s body twitched every time a spurt blasted her, as if she were spending right along with me. Knowing her, perhaps she was.

Right before my fifth and final eruption, Lia pulled Vin back hard enough that the suction broke, which made the last creamy globs splatter over the priestess’s lips and chin.

“Relish our lord’s bounty,” Lia whispered through a widening smile. “And allow it to bind your destinies as one.”

Vin’s green eyes had rolled back into her head as they always did when she tasted me, a side effect of her Vaz Gorati training. Seed was far more than a hot, savory reward for her; she couldn’t help but be overwhelmed by the ancestral memories carried within. As I watched her bask in its glory, I wondered if she would find it as enjoyable when I finished inside her for the first time…

Once Vin finally regained control of herself, she leaned forward and opened her mouth wider, allowing my seed to dribble down on her chest. A shimmering pearly river streamed between her breasts and down to her stomach to meet the blood and ink still glistening on her belly.

The fluids hissed when the catalyst joined them, like oil meeting flame. Vin gasped in pain, her arms instinctively tugging at the chains restraining them.

“Through the gateway of pain you shall find the most exquisite pleasure,” Lia cooed into Vin’s ear, her voice still dark but now with an undeniable warmth in it as well. “Embrace the agony. Bask in the torment. Steel yourself with the knowledge that you are marked by the dragon, now and forever.”

Vin clenched her teeth. I wanted to hold her, to soothe her, but there was nothing I could do. There was nothing I should do, except wait for the pain to pass and the brand to appear…

Slowly but surely, the shield and dragon crest—the House Farric crest—became visible within the swirl of ink, blood, and seed. The symbol glowed a brilliant gold like my scales. It was beautiful. She was beautiful.

“May I present the First Wife of House Farric,” Lia said, kissing Vin on the cheek. “Blood Mother Vinarys Farric…my mistress.”

Vin beamed up at me, tears filling her eyes before she glanced down at the brand again. The glow was slowly fading, but the crest would be there forever to tell the world that she had given herself to me, a human. We had talked about this moment many times, but somehow it was still surreal. For most of my life, I’d assumed I would never be allowed to touch an elven noblewoman, let alone sleep with one. Yet now, I was going to have an entire harem of them to breed.

And they were going to beg me for the privilege.

“You need to get inside me,” Vin said, her voice dark and breathless as she continued to eye her new golden brand. “You need to get inside me right now.”

Liawen snickered, her fingertips tracing around the crest without quite touching it. “We should give the ink a few more minutes to settle, mistress. In the meantime, I will help Lord Farric recover.”

“He doesn’t need help.”

Vin’s gaze returned to the cock still dangling a few inches in front of her. The sight of my seed dribbling down her beautiful body had kept me semi-rigid despite the prize I’d just given her, and she looked desperate for more.

“Get these chains off me,” Vin said.

Lia’s brow creased. “But mistress, we should—”

“Get them off me. Hurry!”

Vin stretched forward, her lips parting as she swallowed my tip again. The crazed look on her face almost made me nervous. I had never seen her look so horny, which was astonishing for a woman who had been throwing herself at me daily for over a month now. But then the moist heat of her mouth enveloped me again, resurrecting my manhood as effortlessly as any magic.

At the same time, Lia snapped into action by unfastening the chains on Vin’s bracelet. She even looked back at Lycelle for help, and the Vaz Gorati acolyte rushed over to help with the other wrist and collar. The moment she was free, Vin began pawing at her clothing. The other women helped her with that too, first by removing her bandeau and liberating her breasts, then by stripping off her diaphanous skirt.

I had a sneaking suspicion that this whole process was supposed to be much slower, but Vin clearly couldn’t wait. Perhaps young elves were as impatient and tempestuous as young humans.

Or perhaps my First Wife was really just that much of a slut.

Her lips didn’t abandon my cock until she was naked. With her arms now free, she bounced to her feet and leapt into my arms, her thighs clamping around my waist and her wrists locking behind my neck.

“Get him inside me where he belongs!” she demanded, then kissed me so deeply I could barely breath. While our tongues swirled, I could feel Lia’s soft fingers on my stem guiding me into Vin’s waiting slit.

We moaned into each other’s mouths as I sank inside her depths. I was reasonably certain that she’d been sopping wet from the first moment she’d met me, but today she was so slick and ready that I stretched her tight elven cunt open with a single thrust.

“Ooh…” Vin cooed contentedly. Our mouths parted, but she held them close. “Gods, I’ve been waiting for you to fill me up.”

“I’ll bet you have,” I said, adjusting my grip to support her.

“You must have been thinking about it, too. How your big human cock is too thick for my elven cunt. But you just love stretching me wide open, don’t you?”

I rolled my hips and thrust deeper. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Lia bidding me toward the next pile of cushions and pillows beyond the ritual circle where I had taken her for the first time. I gently laid Vin atop them while she panted in my ear.

“Nnn…nghn!” Vin moaned, her fingers clawing into my back. “I knew the truth about you the moment I watched Lycelle struggle to get her lips around you at the Tasting.”

“Is that right?”

“Yes. Oh! I didn’t…I didn’t even need to feel your seed on my tongue.”

“But you did,” I growled, pounding her harder. “And you loved it, didn’t you?”

“Gods, yes!” she practically screamed. “I’ve never tasted anything so delicious. So powerful.”

“It made you beg me to finish all over you.”

She squealed as I hilted myself inside her again. Her eyes rolled back, and she clamped down on her lower lip.

“I wanted to feel it everywhere! I wanted to wear it all over the fucking palace!”

My cock throbbed deep inside her, and I could feel another eruption coming, especially when I looked between us and saw her tits and stomach still glistening from my last offering.

“Kyri can’t have it all to herself anymore,” Vin managed, churning her own hips. “I’m your wife now, your blood-bound whore. Do you know what that means?”

“That you’re mine,” I told her. “Any time I want you.”

“Yes…ooh!”

Her thighs became a vise, and her fingers dug so deep into my muscles that it probably would have hurt if I weren’t completely subsumed by the churning grip of her cunt.

“Shoot it all into me, as deep as you fucking can!” Vin shouted. “I can’t turn into a dragon, but I’m ready to give you one. I just need your seed. All your fucking seed. Right…ngn…right now! Oh…yes!”

The desperate clench of her body sent me flying over the edge yet again. Out of pure habit, I almost pulled out at the last second to glaze her soft skin. But for the first time since we’d met, I didn’t need to. I let myself go, relentlessly hammering away as I fired blast after blast of my dragon seed inside her, finally filling the womb she was so eager to give me.

Behind us, both Lia and Lycelle gasped as I claimed my wife in deed rather than just ritual. They were the witnesses to our holy union, consummated in blood and seed. And before the night was over, they were going to witness it again and again until every drop of my dragon seed was inside my wife.

Right where it belonged.


Interlude
Kyriel


“It’s beautiful!”

Kyriel smiled as she dragged her fingertip over the golden symbol encircling Vin’s navel. The shield, the dragon…it looked more like an intricate vatari tattoo than a brand.

“Lia outdid herself,” Vin said, looking almost smug as she leaned back on the bed so Kyriel could examine the crest. “I was skeptical of the design at first, but it really is quite elegant. And fitting. It makes me feel…protected.”

“A dragon wife.”

“The dragon wife,” Vin corrected. “Just in case there was any doubt.”

Kyriel snickered. She had known that Vin would show up in her chambers first thing in the morning to discuss the branding ritual with Sol. The only surprising part was that her best friend could still walk straight afterward. She would have demanded that he give her every drop, which, knowing Sol, meant they’d gone at it until well past midnight.

“Did it hurt?” Kyriel asked.

Vin raised a red eyebrow. “You know how thick he is, darling, what do you think?”

“I mean the branding!”

“Only a little,” the priestess said, touching it with her own fingertips. “Mostly, it just made me horny.”

“Everything makes you horny.”

“Only things that involve tall, muscular human men having their way with me.”

Kyriel rolled her eyes but smiled regardless. “He finally spilled inside you?”

Vin snorted. “What kind of question is that? He didn’t just spill—he gushed, over and over.”

She ran her tongue over her lips, and her eyelids fluttered as if she were about to spend at the memory. But then her brow abruptly furrowed, and she glared at Kyriel.

“But I’m very cross with you,” she said.

Kyriel blinked. “What? Why?”

“Because you never told me how good it felt! Faarea, it was incredible!”

“I told you exactly how good it felt! You practically demanded I describe every movement.”

Vin paused for a moment, her tongue running over her lips again. “You did, didn’t you?”

“Yes!”

“Well, you obviously weren’t using enough adjectives, because it was the best night of my life!” She reached out and touched Kyriel’s shoulders. “You need to let me borrow him again tonight, darling. Maybe tomorrow night, too. He’s finished inside you so many times…I need to catch up!”

“You’ve had more than your fair share of him already,” Kyriel said. “I had to sit here for days doing nothing after the Tasting while you had him all to yourself. Don’t you remember?”

“Erm…well, yes, but that was ages ago! Surely it doesn’t count anymore.”

“Oh, it counts. You’re still ahead, and that means you’re going to have to pace yourself.”

Vin’s lips turned pouty. “But—”

“And besides,” Kyriel said, tapping the other woman’s belly. “You have other duties to worry about.”

“Lycelle and the other acolytes can tend to the chapel just fine for a few days. Or weeks. Or years—however long it takes for me to get bored of him.”

“Not that. I mean you need to get ready to brand another wife. Sol was hoping to return to Ust Perya right away.”

Vin’s lip twisted, revealing exactly what she thought about that idea. “Are we sure it can’t wait a little longer? A wife deserves some time to enjoy her new husband.”

“The city’s too unstable for him to stay away for long. He doesn’t want to leave Nirivi alone, and having a dragon’s brand on her belly should help her maintain order. The drow covet power. The promise of their own Wyrm Lord might be enough to open a new path into the future. I wouldn’t be surprised if more drow families want Sol to breed their daughters.”

“That’s out of the question,” Vin said. “One drow wife is bad enough!”

Kyriel chuckled in amusement. The truth was that she didn’t particularly want to share Sol with that many other women, either, but Vin was fun to tease. She had fallen so head-over-heels for him it was genuinely remarkable.

Of course, I have too, Kyriel thought. I can’t exactly blame her for it.

“We’ll just have to see how things play out. But don’t worry, you’ll always be in charge of his harem no matter how big it gets.”

“I’d better be.” Vin pursed her lips. “My first official order will be to insist that Nirivi remain in Ust Perya. I want to be the only woman in Tir Bereth who bears his brand, at least for a while.”

“Worried that it might look even better on a gray belly?”

“It better not,” the priestess grumbled.

Kyriel laughed, then touched Vin’s cheek and pulled her in for a kiss. She swore she could still taste an echo of Sol’s seed upon them, though it was probably her imagination.

“It’s so exciting,” Kyriel breathed, holding Vin’s face close. “We used to sit around imagining what it would be like to raise our children together, and now it’s actually going to happen.”

“I never doubted it, darling.”

“You didn’t?”

“No,” Vin said, sliding her fingers down Kyriel’s wrist. “I just feared you’d get stuck with some spindly-cocked idiot that neither of us could stand. Thank the Goddess we have Sol and his massive—”

Kyriel laughed and interrupted her friend with another long, deep kiss. They were the complete opposites from one another in so many ways, yet she’d never cared for anyone more. They had been destined to share her first consort, but she’d feared that they would both revile him. But instead they had Sol, the mere human that had changed both their lives—and the fate of Lostrien—forever.

“I’m happy for you,” Kyriel whispered when their lips parted, her fingers tracing over the brand again. “You’re beautiful.”

Vin smiled and looked down at her stomach. “Well, I needed one thing to lord over you. Goddess knows you have everything else working in your favor.”

Kyriel snickered. She was about to lean away, but Vin’s green eyes flashed.

“You want to have some fun, darling?” she asked, voice turning low and husky. “It’s been awhile…”

“Too long,” Kyriel agreed, sliding her fingertip up Vin’s belly and between her breasts. The priestess had cast off her robe the moment she’d come in, so all that remained was her silken red bra and panties. “But I need to go and speak with my mother.”

“Oh, I’m sure that can wait.” Vin snickered, bringing her lips in close. “It just occurred to me that if your dragon blood is finally flowing, it means you might also taste differently.”

“You think so?”

“It’s worth testing. As your Dragon Priestess, I would be remiss if I didn’t catalog every change in your power and potential.”

“True,” Kyriel conceded, suddenly wishing that Sol was here in the palace instead of Tari Barad. This war may have brought them together, but it had also disrupted and hastened everyone’s daily lives. And if her people had a single defining trait, it was a burning hatred of feeling rushed.

When this war was over, Kyriel planned to show Sol what Avetharri life was supposed to be like—slow, sensual, and as unconcerned with the passage of time or responsibilities as possible. The three of them—or maybe four or five of them—could spend day after day making love to each other without a care in the world.

“Then just lie back, darling,” Vin purred. “I’ll take care of everything.”

“Not right now,” Kyriel said, pecking the other woman’s eager lips. “I really do need to see my mother.”

“But—”

“Besides, you should be heading to the chapel,” the princess added. “Your acolytes are probably going to be jealous beyond words.”

Vin paused, and a sly smile tugged at her lips. “Oh, there’s no ‘probably’ about it. They’ll be dying with envy.”

“And you’re going to enjoy every minute of it.”

“I’m going to savor every minute of it,” Vin corrected. “All right, you’ve convinced me. As long as you promise that I can have a taste later.”

“You can count on it.”
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As Vin scurried off to the chapel, Kyriel made her way to the throne room. She had assumed that her mother would be attending court, but the Wyrmguard captain outside informed her that the Sovereign was currently in the palace garden with several important nobles. The princess headed outside, pausing for a moment when the sun shone down upon her bare skin. She was still struggling to get used to cool breezes while she was wearing her glamour stone rather than real clothing, but the warmth of daylight was always a welcome companion. Spending time in the darkness of the Underworld had made her appreciate it more.

Eventually, she continued through the labyrinthian trail that wound through the lush hedges and ancient trees. Lostrien’s brutal winters meant that only a select handful of flowers could bloom here without magical aid, but the beautiful collage of color was still on full display. The faeyn gardeners had outdone themselves as always.

Kyriel smiled when she passed the lush green nook where she had finally claimed her consort a month ago. She had known that inviting him inside her would change both their lives forever, but she couldn’t have possibly foreseen how quickly or how dramatically. Even now, it stunned her to think about how much she craved his touch. If he were here now, she would have been seriously tempted to drag him back into the private little corner and see how much he had left after his special night with Vin. Knowing him, probably more than enough to help her transform again.

She pushed away the thought when she heard a deep, booming voice further ahead. The sound brought a smile to her lips. She wasn’t the only one who had ignited her dragon blood recently…

Sovereign Alessara was looming over one of the large marble fountains, the morning sun glinting off her cerulean scales. And for the first time in twenty years—the first time in Kyriel’s life—the blue wyrm wasn’t merely an illusion. Her mother was a real dragon again, and she was resplendent beyond words.

Kyriel paused as she rounded the edge of the hedge, taking a moment to enjoy the view. The Dragon Sovereign was chatting with Lord Hallowmist and Lady Featherfall, leaders of the Great Houses which controlled the Western Span and the Andolus Drylands respectively. It was no accident that her mother had chosen to speak with them in the form of a blue wyrm rather than an elf. She had been making a concerted effort to meet with as many people as possible so that everyone could see for themselves that the scales were no illusion. The Sovereign was back, and she was ready to protect her subjects.

Whether they would forgive her deception in the long term was another question. For now, the imminent threat of the White Wyrm was enough to keep them all unified, but Kyriel knew that the real trouble would begin once Rilas was defeated. The truth was that her mother had lied to her court and the Council of Wyrms for two decades. A reckoning was inevitable, and she had no idea what would come of it.

Eventually, Kyriel stepped forward and revealed herself. She exchanged a few pleasantries with both Great House leaders, but then her mother promptly dismissed her vassals with a wave of her immense claw. Neither Featherfall nor Hallowmist protested; they just politely excused themselves and continued down the neat cobblestone path toward the garden’s exit.

“They seem properly cowed,” Kyriel commented as she moved into the long shadow cast by her mother’s wing.

“Everyone behaves when they need something,” Alessara replied as quietly as she could with a head that was larger than her daughter’s entire body. “The true test will come later.”

“Still, it must feel good to know you could bite them in half if you wanted to.”

“It does.” The Sovereign’s yellow eyes glittered in amusement. “You should have also come dressed for the occasion. The more they see the real Dragon Princess, the better.”

The real princess, Kyriel mused, looking down at the pale skin of her arms. She still considered this her true form, and she assumed she always would. But maybe that wasn’t true. The library was filled with the memoirs of her ancestors, many of whom had written about the inexorable pull of their dragon blood as they got older. It was widely believed that the Elder Dragons on the Council of Wyrms almost never reverted to their elven forms, and some forgot how altogether. Her great-great grandmother had written about how her scales weren’t a transformation, but a chrysalis, a long pathway from one existence to another.

“I spent several days flying around their fiefdoms,” Kyriel said eventually. “Their people got to see their Dragon Princess up close.”

“Yes, but never discount the importance of making a direct impression on your vassals,” Alessara told her. “I’ll need to arrange a council meeting where everyone can see us in the same place.”

“Of course.”

Kyriel wanted to add that she would need a warning beforehand, since she still needed help from Sol in order to transform. But her mother didn’t know about that, and Kyriel wasn’t about to tell her. She’d had enough embarrassing conversations with her parents as it was.

“In any event, I hope I didn’t interrupt anything important,” Kyriel added.

“You didn’t,” Alessara assured her. “The conversation had mostly run dry.”

Her mother took a deep breath, then reared back her head. Her body began to shrink, and her scales melted away. In the span of perhaps twenty seconds, she shifted from a blue wyrm back into regal elven woman. In the sun, her blond hair became a pool of pure golden light trailing down her back, and her glittering blue dress became a sparkling sea.

Alessara Valostri was still young—she hadn’t even been a hundred yet when she’d given birth to Kyriel—but she still seemed as if she had grown more youthful and energetic over the past week. Kyriel wasn’t sure what was more responsible for that, the lifting of the shadow curse or the fact that Alessara had clearly “reconnected” with her consort.

“It must feel amazing,” Kyriel said, smiling. “After all this time.”

“There are no words,” her mother whispered. She looked down at the long, immaculately manicured fingernails which had taken the place of her claws. “But it’s also strange. Everything feels different somehow, but my memory may just be playing tricks on me. It’s been so long, and even though I never admitted it to myself, I had lost hope that my power would ever return.”

Kyriel gave her mother’s arm a gentle squeeze. Alessara smiled back, and the two of them began slowly walking down the path deeper into the garden. Out of the corner of her eye, the princess could see several Wyrmguard soldiers shadowing them.

“I’m curious how you are doing,” the Sovereign said. “Everyone in Lostrien is talking about their Dragon Princess. You and your consort have done an excellent job of being seen.”

“That was the plan. Honestly, I had forgotten how beautiful some of the fiefdoms are. I hadn’t visited the Drylands or the Span since I was a little girl.”

Alessara nodded. “There’s so much for us to defend. And for the first time in decades, we have dragons worthy of the task.”

She took her daughter’s hand as they passed into a narrower, more private grove.

“Have you noticed any ill effects from the relic?” she asked, lowering her voice.

Kyriel shook her head. “No, I feel completely normal, which I suppose is strange in and of itself. You would think that an ancient Old God relic would have some horrible curse attached to it, but nothing has changed.”

“You can turn into a dragon. I’d say that counts as a rather large change.”

“True,” the princess conceded with a smirk. “It’s like it shattered a dam inside me, and now the blood can finally run free. But despite that, I don’t feel any differently than I did before.”

She paused for a moment, sifting through all the mental conversations she’d already had with herself about this over the past week. There were still many things she didn’t understand.

“I just wish I understood why an Old God would want to help me of all people,” she added. “We’re told that they’re all cruel, manipulative beings who want nothing more than to escape the Pale and cast down their dragon usurpers. If that’s true, why does it seem like one of them is doing the opposite?”

“The will of such beings is impossible to discern,” Alessara said. “Perhaps Shalassa simply despises Abalor more than she despises us. Or perhaps this is part of a greater plan.”

“Or maybe the Vaz Gorati are wrong about all of it,” Kyriel replied. “Intentionally or otherwise.”

The Sovereign came to an abrupt halt. “Whatever their motivations, the Old Gods are not our allies. Their minions remain the greatest threat to the Empire and all of dragonkind. Never allow yourself to forget that.”

Kyriel eyed her mother for a few heartbeats, wondering if she should argue the point. But it didn’t seem worthwhile—she was as confused as anyone about what all this meant. Maybe it was really nothing more complicated than an ancient grudge match between gods who had long since departed this world. They had no way of discerning the truth.

“We’re going to win this war on our own,” Alessara said. “With three dragons and all the house armies of Lostrien at our side, the Bastrel whelp doesn’t stand a chance.”

“I hope you’re right,” Kyriel replied. “Sol is convinced that Rilas will still have a surprise or two waiting for us. With his powers, he could still wreak enormous destruction before we put him down.”

“All the more reason to move quickly.” Her mother paused, and it seemed as if a great weight settled on her delicate shoulders. “But to be blunt, I’m becoming more concerned about the future beyond the war than the war itself. As good as it feels to host a full court again, we can’t fool ourselves into thinking that Lostrien is fully unified. The war’s end will bring many questions, some we won’t wish to answer.”

Kyriel frowned. “You’re still worried about them accepting Sol?”

“Yes, but it’s more than that. Much more.” Alessara’s face tightened. “The Dragon Sovereign of Lostrien spent nearly twenty years lying to her people. Even if the Emperor and his Council don’t take action, the fiefdoms will demand recompense.”

“They can demand all they want,” Kyriel replied. “We’re the ones with the dragons. They’ll be lining up to get their daughters into Sol’s harem.”

“Some will, certainly. But not all.” She cast a glance through the hedges as if to ensure no one was lurking nearby. “My recovery—our recovery—may change more than we think. My daughter can finally transform, and to some of the patriarchs that means it is time for me to take a new consort.”

Kyriel blinked. “You mean replace Father?”

“I’m not going to do anything, not yet,” Alessara said. “But you know our traditions. There is a price for sitting on the Cerulean Throne. We must share our wombs with the worthy scions of the Great Houses. I have given Starmantle the dragon they were promised, and the others yearn for the opportunity.”

A cold knot twisted in the pit of the princess’s stomach. Her mother was right—Kyriel was well aware of their traditions. The problem was that she didn’t like them. Unlike male Dragon Sovereigns, who could easily breed dozens of women from different families, female Wyrm Lords could only bear a few precious children in their lifetimes. In the course of their hundred-year reign, her ancestors had indeed taken consorts from multiple houses. By the time their terms on the throne ended, they had often given birth to four or five children, all from different men.

But Kyriel didn’t want other men. She wanted Sol, the human centurion who had completely changed her life. And she didn’t want to call him consort—she wanted him to be her husband.

She isn’t ready to hear about that yet, Kyriel thought. Later, after the battle against Rilas, I can wage another war against ridiculous traditions.

“You told me that the curse prevented you from having more children,” Kyriel said eventually, keeping the topic focused on her mother. “Has that changed?”

“The Vaz Gorati aren’t sure,” Alessara admitted. “But it’s a possibility I can’t ignore.”

She began walking along the garden path again, and a faint smile tugged at her lips.

“I’ll know one way or another soon,” she added. “If your father has anything to say about it.”

It took Kyriel a moment to work through the implications of that statement, and her cheeks flushed the moment she did so. Oh dear gods…

“Probably not something you want to hear about,” Alessara said.

“You’re right, I don’t,” the princess said adamantly. “At all.”

Her mother laughed, and Kyriel turned away. It had been bad enough when she and Sol had practically walked in on her parents “recoupling” a week ago. She had no interest in reliving that experience or in talking about it.

But once she got past her embarrassment, she realized this really would be a point of contention among the Great Houses, and soon. If Alessara’s fertility had been restored along with her dragon blood, the post-war situation was going to be even more complicated…

“That’s more than enough about men and politics for one day,” her mother said, taking Kyriel’s arm and pulling her along. “Let’s talk about your dragon form. I want to know every detail.”


3
Considerations


“No tale of the Godswar is complete without a mention of Abalor’s Vengeance,” I read, moving my fingertip line by line through the scribbled translation in front of me. “The Flensing is his dark legacy, forever cursing those who wish to channel the power of the gods’ divine blood. But the Infinite God’s greatest torment was wrought upon his once loyal followers. The magic which had once sustained them now drives them to madness….

I set the translated page down atop one of the books I’d set out on the balcony table. Hanlir and the other scribes from Gûl Norigaad had translated almost all of the drow books for me, and they had provided me with some of their own comments as well. A magister would have found the notes insulting, since most of them assumed I wouldn’t fully understand what I’d just read. But I didn’t mind them at all. The scribes were trying to help me, not patronize me. They had spent the better part of a week in the library so that I didn’t need to.

A Legion centurion doing research. What has the world come to?

I grinned at the thought. There was something remarkable about the fact that a dustborn soldier was sitting here in the palace reading through translations of ancient books. I never imagined that this would be my fate. But then, I never could have imagined about a thousand other things that had changed in my life over the past month. Compared to my secret dragon blood and my soon-to-be growing harem of elven wives, this was nothing.

Mostly, I was just glad that I knew how to read at all. Even the poorest elves in Tir Bereth were literate, but for dustborn the skill remained a luxury. Sifting through the tomes was also proving both more interesting and more relaxing than I’d expected. The scent and texture of the old parchment was oddly soothing as well. Hearing the words of knowledgeable men who had died hundreds of human lifetimes ago was one thing, but the physical sensation of touching the books was helping me connect to them more strongly somehow.

From what I could tell, the vast majority of these books had been written long before the Blood Drought, which put them thousands of years closer to the events of the Godswar and the founding of the Empire. Yet amazingly, these scholars didn’t seem to know much more about the Valathrim—the Old Gods—than anyone did now.

I continued reading for another hour or so before the door to my chambers opened and Liawen came inside with lunch. After last night’s “official” proceedings, she was back to wearing her traditional olive skirt and bandeau. She glided through my room with her typical silent faeyn grace, then stepped onto the balcony carrying a tray with wine, bread, and cheese.

“You look especially radiant today,” I said, admiring her curves as she leaned over and poured me some of the wine. As usual, her breasts were practically spilling out of her top. “I figured you might be tired. I can’t imagine you got much sleep.”

Lia smiled coyly. “None of us did, my lord. The branding ritual is meant to be exhausting.”

“It lived up to its promise, that’s for sure,” I said, grabbing a hunk of bread. The smell alone made my mouth water, and the warm dough practically melted in my mouth. Evidently, reading books made me ravenous.

I figured that Lia would join me at the table once she’d set everything out, but she slipped behind me and began massaging my shoulders instead. I was wearing a real loincloth rather than a mere glamour for once, but my chest was still bare. Her fingers pressed into my tight muscles with surprising strength.

“You know, that makes it a lot more difficult to concentrate,” I groaned, closing my eyes and leaning my head back.

“I apologize, my lord,” Lia said, pinching my neck harder as she brought her lips closer to my ear. “Though it would be my pleasure to make it even more difficult for you to concentrate, if you so desire.”

I chuckled. There was no way that I’d fully recovered from the branding ritual just yet, since Vin had insisted on squeezing every last drop from my reservoir. But being tired had never stopped me from enjoying the heat of Lia’s clutching throat on my cock before, nor had it ever prevented me from providing her with a well-deserved reward.

“Come here.”

I turned my body and slid my arm around her waist so I could pull her in for a kiss. Her lips were as soft and warm and loving as ever.

“I’m glad you were there last night,” I whispered when our mouths finally parted.

“It was an honor to serve you, my lord,” Lia said, her dark eyes sparkling. “Mother Vinarys will be an attentive and loving wife. She is eager to provide you with many healthy children.”

“Maybe a little too eager, if last night is any indication.”

Lia laughed, and I pulled her in for another long kiss. Her fingertips skittered over my chest, sending a wave of goosebumps across my body. Without sorcery, she couldn’t quite replicate Nirivi’s overwhelming Pain Maiden touch, but she came damn close.

“Your little role reversal seemed to catch her by surprise,” I said.

She blushed. “An Imperial concubine should always adapt to the needs of her master. I served Mother Vinarys in the way she needed.”

I arched an eyebrow. “She ‘needed’ you to be so rough?”

“Some of your wives will require more discipline than others,” Lia said. “I only hope that she will give your future wives what they need when it is their time to prove their worth to you.”

“Hmm,” I murmured. “Speaking of, are you sure you won’t come to Ust Perya with us?” I asked, running a hand through her dark hair. “We’re leaving tomorrow morning.”

“It is the duty of your First Wife to assist in all other branding rituals,” Lia reminded me. “I only attended last night at her request.”

“She could request that you attend this one, too.”

Lia chuckled. After retrieving another hunk of warm bread from the table, she carefully swung her leg over my lap and straddled me.

“Vinarys will take this branding very seriously,” Lia said, feeding me the bread when I opened my mouth. “It will be her first as the leader of your harem, and she will wish to make sure that Nirivi understands her place.”

“In other words, she wants to establish dominance,” I said once I swallowed. “That will be interesting to watch.”

“Very.” Lia chuckled again as she fed me some cheese. “I would enjoy seeing Nirivi’s response, but there will be plenty of time for us to work together later.”

“Work together?”

My concubine’s smile turned uncharacteristically sly. “Pain Maidens practice several erotic techniques which are far more pleasurable when performed in tandem with another.”

“Is that so?” I asked, my cock throbbing against her body.

“Mmhm.” Lia leaned in close as I stopped chewing. “Mother Vinarys can help you brand Nirivi…but I would very much appreciate being present once you are ready to begin breeding her.”

My cock throbbed again. “And why is that?”

“It will be easier to show you when the time is right, my lord. But I promise, I will not disappoint you.”

She kissed me, and as our tongues swirled together, I tried to imagine what kind of role reversal she must have had in mind for her former teacher. Whatever it was, I had no doubt that it would be entertaining for all of us…

“Hopefully things will stabilize in Ust Perya enough for her to take some long trips to the surface,” I said softly when our mouths parted again. “She’ll need dragon babies to keep power, so I’m sure she’ll be eager to get started making them.”

Lia snickered as she started feeding me more cheese and bread, though I could barely taste them. The only thing I wanted to devour right now was her. The pulsing heat of her core was making me absolutely ravenous.

I could have tried to control myself. Despite the dragon blood in my veins, I was still a man, not a monster. I could suppress my primal urges and think rationally instead of instinctually.

But the question was…why? Lia was my concubine. The entire reason she’d been given to me was to sate my carnal appetites so that I didn’t need to control them.

With a growl, I snatched Lia’s slender wrist before she could deliver me another bite of bread. She didn’t gasp or flinch; she looked at me expectantly, obediently, just waiting for me to tell her how I planned to use her body for my pleasure.

“Get up,” I commanded. “Bend over.”

Lia dropped the piece of bread the moment I released her wrist, then rose from my lap. She turned her body around and bent over the table to present herself for me, bracing her elbows on the few narrow gaps between all the books. I pulled up her skirt as I moved behind her, utterly unsurprised to find that she hadn’t bothered to wear panties. She had clearly come here with a purpose beyond delivering me lunch.

I took her hard over the table, one hand gripping her hair while the other smacked her ass. She begged for more with each and every thrust, her clenching heat pulling me rapidly toward the abyss. I didn’t even try to hold back, and it wasn’t long before I was pumping my dragon seed inside her.

I slumped on top of her once I’d finished, my hand pulling her hair out of the way so I could kiss the back of her neck above her golden concubine collar. Lia moaned contentedly, and I had the distinct impression that this carnal fire had been blazing in her quim ever since last night. Watching me finish inside Vinarys over and over without being able to share must have been driving her mad.

“Mm,” I cooed into her ear. “You know, you were right. That did make it more difficult to concentrate.”

Lia’s snicker turned into another moan when I kissed her neck again. “Is my lord satisfied?”

“For now.”

Sliding my arm around her belly, I pulled her upward alongside me. I continued kissing her neck once she was upright, and it was incredibly tempting to unfasten her bandeau and have some fun with her breasts. I hadn’t been able to give them nearly as much attention as they deserved last night, either.

But this time, I managed to contain myself. As eager and willing as my concubine was to satisfy me at all times, I did actually want to read as much as I could today before venturing back into the Underworld. We had gone to great lengths to retrieve these books from the Spire of Sorcery, and I still held out hope that they might contain some useful knowledge we could use against Rilas.

With Lia’s help, I eventually finished off the bread and cheese, then started shuffling through the notes from the scribes again. She watched curiously, eyes flicking between the open books and the translated pages.

“You’re lucky I didn’t ask you to do all of this,” I commented. She was sitting on the chair next to me now, her legs turned to the side and resting across my lap. I couldn’t help but slide my hands over her smooth, hairless skin from time to time. “You probably understand Qevlâs better than most of the magisters.”

“I speak it better than I read it,” Lia said. “There’s no way I could have translated all of this.”

“Well, they did a good job, at least after I convinced them that they didn’t need to fear they might commit heresy in the eyes of the Vaz Gorati. Being married to the Blood Mother has some advantages.”

She smiled, then lifted one of the smaller books. “Have you learned anything?”

“Yes…and no,” I said, forcibly shifting my thoughts away from her thighs for a moment. “Vin brought most of these back from Ust Perya, but we also brought a few from the palace library. Anything to try and help us understand the Old God relics or the gods themselves. So far, most of the tomes are filled with speculations passed off as facts.”

“That’s disappointing.”

“Not entirely. If nothing else, the commentaries on the gods are fascinating. And the drow tomes have made me rethink some of my channeling techniques.”

Lia frowned. “Really?”

“I’ve been hoping to try and figure out a way to defend myself against Rilas’s shadow magic,” I explained. “Kyriel’s new powers give us a weapon that can harm him, but he was able to take me out of the fight at the Crossroads and then again in Ust Perya. I figured there has to be something I can do about that, even if he’s drawing on the power of a Godsoul and I’m not.”

I reached around her to grab one of the slender drow books. “Fundamentally, all magic comes from the same source—the Aether. Power drawn from the Pale seems different, but the Aether and the dark energy twisting through the Pale were once one and the same. It’s like a river that’s been dammed, but only one side was poisoned.”

I paused, wondering how abstract this must have all sounded to someone who had never felt the Aether flowing through her. It probably didn’t make any sense at all.

“Anyway, the point is that if it’s all from the same source, there must be a way to use one to defend against the other,” I added. “I think there’s a way I can strengthen my Aetheric barriers. They’ll be weaker against swords and arrows, but stronger against magic. Doesn’t sound like a bad tradeoff when you have dragon scales to protect you. I’d be more than happy to fight him claw to claw.”

“With Princess Kyriel’s help, you should be able to defeat him quite easily,” Lia said.

I chuckled. “Unfortunately, I don’t think it will be quite that simple. We may have bloodied his snout, but he still has a lot of pieces on the board. It’s only a matter of time before he uses them.”

It wasn’t until much later that night, after I’d done more reading and packed for another journey to Ust Perya, that my words became prophetic. Arindur delivered the news to my room himself, which was an immediate clue that something had gone terribly wrong.

His face was grim as he handed me the report. It was short, but reading the words made my stomach twist into knots.

“Your men are absolutely sure about this?” I asked.

“The Skywatch spotted them, my rangers just confirmed it from the ground,” Arindur said. “The surviving House Windsong forces have left Oro Sarn, and they’re headed straight north for Vereska.”
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“Appalling,” Lord Vaeron Akathi said, his deep voice carrying across the palace war room. “After everything that’s happened, I can’t believe that Windsong soldiers would still willingly march under the banner of the House Bastrel.”

“I doubt there’s anything ‘willing’ about it,” I replied darkly. “Refusing to march would get them eaten by a dragon…or by the Tirzak. I’m not sure which is worse.”

A grim silence settled over the chamber. Sovereign Alessara had summoned an emergency council, but Dragon Father Malion and Legate Morovir were still at Tella Lanthir helping to organize our growing army before they set out for the Crossroads again. Kyriel was here, as were Arindur and Lord Akathi.

“But I doubt they’ll be an effective fighting force,” I added after a moment. “They’ll be demoralized and despirited. We should be able to rout them without destroying them.”

“We won’t be able to do either without reinforcements,” Arindur put in, gesturing to the province map at the table in front of the Sovereign. “Our scouts counted five thousand men, mostly dustborn. But they’re accompanied by several dozen Avetharri sorcerers, enough to pose a genuine threat to the forward outpost we’ve been constructing in the Steppes.”

“What if we pulled back?” Kyriel asked, her arms crossed. I was a little surprised to see her wearing her actual leather armor rather than just an illusion from her glamour stone.

“That isn’t an option,” Lord Akathi said, shaking his head. “Not without severely delaying our attack on Oro Sarn. Our northern forces need a forward position to gather and supply.”

I nodded. “I agree. Vereska is another sixty miles away, too far if we want the Akathi and Starmantle armies to be able to flank from the north. Pulling back would delay our attack by several weeks, maybe a month.”

“How exposed is the camp itself right now?” Sovereign Alessara asked from her secondary throne here in the war room. I couldn’t help but notice how much healthier she looked than even a few short days earlier. The last lingering effects of the Bastrel shadow curse must have finally faded.

“We’ve set up several ballistae and built some basic fortifications,” Arindur told her. “Between them and the dozen or so sorcerers at the garrison, it’s enough to provide a reasonable defense against a solitary dragon attack. But there aren’t enough men to hold against an army. We’ll need to send help from Tari Hyare and Vereska.”

“That’s my recommendation,” I said. “I’d dispatch at least eight cohorts, and Kyriel and I can get there in a few hours. If Rilas isn’t present, we can break the army before they do any damage. If he is there…” I shrugged. “Well, it’s another chance to end this before we’re forced into a long siege. And now we actually have a weapon against his magic.”

Kyriel’s brow creased. “A weapon he is aware of. So why would he do this? Unless he’s been hiding in the Pale all week, he surely knows that I can assume dragon form by now. I’ve been flying all over the province trying to be as visible as possible.”

“Even if he somehow missed that part, he knows that your arrows can hurt him,” I added. “So you’re right, this does seem like a strange decision.”

“It may be less of an attack and more of an excuse to solve a different problem,” Lord Akathi said, his dark eyes glimmering in thought. “He may not trust the Windsong forces to defend his new castle. It’s their home, so they’d be in an excellent position to sabotage his efforts once we attack.”

“But in the wild, they’re dragon fodder,” Arindur reasoned, nodding along. “Throwing them at us will get them out of the way and kill some of our soldiers in the process.”

“That’s barbaric,” Kyriel breathed.

“But it’s exactly what we’ve come to expect from him,” I said gravely. “He sacrificed thousands of his Tirzak as a distraction so he could raid Karthuil. He’s clearly willing to discard his pawns if he thinks it’s necessary.”

Her cheek twitched. “We can’t slaughter all those soldiers just because he’s throwing them at us. They didn’t choose to be his pawns.”

“Neither did most others in this war,” her mother said gravely. “But unless they flee the field, we have no choice.”

Kyriel’s jaw visibly clenched. I empathized with her, especially after all the devastation we’d seen in Ust Perya. The drow houses had sent thousands of slave soldiers to their deaths without a second thought. This time, however, we would be the ones who’d be killing them.

“We can’t rule out the possibility that this is another stunt,” I said. “Rilas could be attempting to bait us away while he strikes somewhere else.”

“Every major settlement has fortified themselves as best they can for a surprise solitary dragon attack,” Lord Akathi pointed out. “He could still cause plenty of damage, but none of the provincial holds are helpless.”

I scratched at my chin as I thought it all through. As Kyriel and I had already discussed, Rilas could unleash plenty of chaos across Lostrien whether she and I were distracted or not. He was too mobile and too powerful for us to chase around. Our only saving grace was that he wanted to take Lostrien intact.

Unless that had all changed after his defeat in Ust Perya. According to Kyriel, Rilas had believed that the Great Houses would join him once they realized that Sovereign Alessara couldn’t protect them. That hadn’t happened, so he might not care about burning their cities to the ground. If that was true…

Well, we would know soon enough.

“Distraction or not, we have to defend our forward camp,” Sovereign Alessara said. “Lord Farric and Princess Kyriel will head there immediately.”

“If it pleases Her Majesty, I will head to Vereska and muster the reinforcements,” Lord Akathi replied. “The Windsongs still have a great many wyverns at their disposal. I will make certain that my leophon knights are prepared to engage them.”

“Good.”

The Sovereign paused for a moment, her blue eyes focused intently on the map. As was so often the case, I could have easily mistaken her for Kyriel if I’d been far enough away. They even sat the same way, with their long legs crossed and their hands folded in their lap.

“What about Oro Sarn?” Alessara asked. “Without the Windsong forces, particularly the wyverns, it must be vulnerable.”

Arindur was the first to frown, though he quickly caught himself. “Oro Sarn is never truly vulnerable, Your Majesty. The fortifications are among the strongest in the entire Empire.”

“And only a handful of Tirzak were traveling with the Windsong forces so far,” Akathi added. “There are plenty of bodies left to defend the walls.”

“But fewer than there were,” Alessara said.

Akathi and Arindur both looked up at me expectantly, perhaps fearing that the Sovereign was about to present a plan that only a fellow dragon could talk her out of.

“Even if the Legion left Tella Lanthir, our men wouldn’t be able to reach Oro Sarn before the Windsongs reach our forward camp,” I said. “We would be at least a day behind. We’re also still waiting for a few more cohorts to arrive before—”

“I wasn’t considering sending our men early,” the Sovereign interrupted. “But without the Bastrel whelp or the Windsong wyverns in the skies, a dragon could strike at the fortress unopposed, especially one who could bring the fury of the storm as cover.”

This time, Kyriel’s eyes were the ones to widen. “Even an Elder Dragon would struggle to inflict serious damage on Oro Sarn,” she said, choosing her words carefully. “Not to mention that you’d be leaving yourself and Tir Bereth exposed.”

Alessara tapped her chin, and everyone in the room seemed to hold their collective breath. She couldn’t actually be considering this…

“I yearn to take the battle to our enemies,” she said, her voice low. “We’ve spent too much time planning and reacting.”

The Sovereign took a deep breath, then smiled thinly. “But you’re right, of course. Our first priority is to secure our outpost. We can only hope the Bastrel whelp is foolish enough to take to the field and challenge you.”

“If he is, we’ll put him down for good,” I said.

A wave of relief crashed over me, and I could see the same expression mirrored on the faces of everyone else. Apparently they had all been wondering if we’d be forced into talking her down. After twenty years of being trapped in her elven form, I could respect her desire to get back into the sky where dragons belonged. But we were going to win this war by being smart and meticulous, not headstrong and reckless.

“Make whatever final preparations are necessary,” Alessara said, rising. “And send a missive to my consort and Legate Morovir apprising them of the situation.”

After another brief exchange, Akathi and Arindur excused themselves from the chamber. The Sovereign waited until they were gone, then turned to me.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to delay your return to Ust Perya again,” she said. “I hope the Matron Mother will be able to keep control for a while longer.”

A knot twisted in my stomach when I thought about Nirivi. I’d been trying to get back for over a week now, but fate refused to cooperate. Dragons were fast, but even we couldn’t be in two places at once.

“So do I,” I murmured. “So do I.”


Interlude
Nirivi


“Open the door.”

The warrior bowed, then carefully disarmed the warding rune. At nearly any other moment in Ust Perya’s long and storied history, such unquestioned obedience would have been commonplace. No male drow, especially a lowly guard, would have dared to ignore the command of any female, especially not the Matron Mother of his house.

But today, nothing could be taken for granted. So when the warrior did as Nirivi Ulyr asked, she couldn’t help but let out a long, relieved breath. The latest day-long meeting with the other house matrons of Ust Perya had left Nirivi drained and paranoid. She didn’t trust anyone. Not her guards, not her shadow knights, and certainly not her supposed “allies” among the drow families. Even the lowborn males like this warrior were suddenly a threat that she couldn’t ignore.

Ust Perya was dying. And the bitter truth—the one the other matrons didn’t wish to accept—was that its demise might be their salvation.

Once the steel door finally opened, Nirivi strode past the guard and began her descent down the winding stone stairwell, the click of her dagger-like heels so loud she was tempted to cover her ears.

The Ulyr architects had specifically designed the acoustics to carry sound from both above and below. The purpose was twofold. First, it would allow the Matron Mother or her daughters to enjoy the tormented screams of their prisoners from the rooms above. Daerulis, Nirivi’s mother, had been known to host guests whenever a male servant had disappointed her. Their floggings or outright castrations became a public event.

The second purpose of the design was to ensure that the prisoners could hear the approach of their tormentors. If Nirivi had been keeping more than a single prisoner, the sound of her footsteps would have given them plenty of time to dread her pending judgement.

Ust Perya possessed many dungeons and prisons. Some were built for pleasure, others for pain, and a few for both at the same time. All things considered, the House Ulyr version was relatively tame, a fact that had always surprised Nirivi given how long her ancestors had ruled the city. That didn’t mean the dungeon was a pleasant place, of course. The vast, labyrinthian structure still had a large section for drider transmutations, another for ritual castrations, and a third for the flaying racks where priestesses of Zelioth could test their healing magic and torture skills at the same time.

All three of those areas were empty at present, and Nirivi intended to keep them that way as long as she could. Her destination was the actual prison cells where Sulestra had been kept for over a week now. While Nirivi doubted that her sister’s attitude had changed, she still wanted to speak with her.

Her conversations with Sulestra were oddly refreshing. Not because they got along—Sulestra had despised her from the moment she’d been born. But unlike the other powerful females in Ust Perya, her sister didn’t even try to hide the contempt. She was open and honest about her desire to plant a dagger in Nirivi’s heart.

The prison’s warden, Felarin, was waiting for Nirivi at the bottom of the stairs. The armored woman was tall and broad for a drow, with sunken eyes and wide cheeks that were commonly associated with lowborn families. Her white hair was long and unkempt, and her gray chin and cheeks bore several scars of old battles.

“Matron Mother,” Felarin greeted. “The prisoner remains subdued, but she continues to refuse meals.”

“I see,” Nirivi said, her jaw tightening.

“It would not be difficult to force nourishment upon her. That is, assuming you still have use for her.”

Felarin’s red eyes glinted maliciously. The warden was two-hundred years old, and she had served Daerulis in one way or another for her entire life. Since Sulestra’s betrayal had resulted in Daerulis’s death, Felarin was eager—very eager—to punish her for it. Ideally, Nirivi would have replaced her as Warden, but despite her cruelty and malice, Felarin seemed genuinely loyal to House Ulyr, a trait that was more valuable than adamantine in the Underworld.

“I want her alive, but your assistance isn’t necessary…yet,” Nirivi replied. “I need to speak with her.”

“Yes, Mistress. I’m sure she will be eager to see you.”

With a subtle nod, Nirivi continued through the dark stone hall. The walls were as black and glossy as polished obsidian, and her footsteps were nearly as loud here as in the stairwell. She took a deep breath and braced herself, knowing full well that this conversation was likely to be as unpleasant as the last one. But she insisted on making the effort, no matter how foolish it may have been.

When Nirivi had been confined to a cell in Tir Bereth, she had enjoyed a bed, books, and decent food, not to mention pleasant and unexpected visits from both Sol and Princess Kyriel. Sulestra hadn’t been visited by anyone, and her cell definitely didn’t have a bed.

The former general of House Ulyr’s forces was currently shackled to the wall, her legs and arms both splayed to the side. She had been stripped naked, though her breasts were covered by claw-like clamps with sharp vatari crystals on the inside. If she attempted to channel the Aether, the crystals would grow and pierce her nipples, causing excruciating pain.

Fortunately and unfortunately for Sulestra, she no longer had the ability to channel anything. The Spider Queen had withdrawn her favor, depriving her former priestess of the Aether’s might. The development wasn’t unexpected. Zelioth favored the strong and punished the weak, and Sulestra’s utter failure to capture Ust Perya had moved her from one category into another.

After a week in prison, Sulestra barely looked like the same person. Her flesh was bruised, her white hair was ratty, and she had definitely lost weight. Some of her deterioration was a result of malnourishment, but most was a result of what the Avetharri sages called the Vastien Glamor, the “Wasting Echo.”

Sulestra had been a disciple of the Spider Queen for many decades, and through that divine connection, she had been able to channel the Aether despite her lack of sorcerous blood. But mortals who tapped into the Aether inevitably became dependent on its power, and their bodies withered when it was taken away. It was one of many dark secrets about the Old Gods that they didn’t share with their followers until it was too late.

And yet, as Nirivi moved close to the bars of the cell, she could hear her sister whispering prayers to Zelioth. She wasn’t asking for absolution or repentance, of course; she was begging for power by promising to smite the Spider Queen’s enemies and restore the natural order of Ust Perya.

“After everything that’s happened,” Nirivi whispered as she came to a halt, “you still call out to her.”

Sulestra slowly looked up. If anything, her face looked worse than the rest of her body. Her sharp, attractive features had become dull and gaunt.

“The Spider Queen will not allow Ust Perya to be ruled by a weakling,” Sulestra spat. “Not even a dragon’s whore.”

The words were meant to be sharp and cutting, but they were as pathetic and impotent as the woman who uttered them. Nirivi knew she should have been amused; the sight of her vicious sister suffering should have brought her joy, or at the very least satisfaction. Sulestra was and had always been a monster. Her actions had killed thousands, including their mother. The chaos she had wrought in Ust Pera would ultimately claim more.

Yet for some reason, Nirivi mostly looked upon her sister with pity.

“The Spider Queen no longer has any power here,” Nirivi said. “She will never support you again. You’ve been cast away like a flake of dead skin.”

“If she will not aid me, then she will aid another worthy female.”

“Perhaps. But if that happens, her new disciple won’t be from our house. Whoever it is will do everything she can to destroy Ulyr, starting by slitting both our throats. Is that really what you want? Is that a goddess worthy of your prayers?”

“If Zelioth’s servants kill me, so be it,” Sulestra said, her words sounding almost manic. “I would rather die as a drow than live as a lightborn sympathizer.”

“If our enemies have anything to say about it, you’ll get your wish.”

The withering priestess scoffed. “It’s a pity that my own sister is too weak to kill me herself. She would rather allow herself to be desecrated and defiled by a dustborn than uphold our values.”

“We don’t have values. We have only betrayal and blood.”

“And strength. Something you have never understood!”

“True strength must be grown and nurtured,” Nirivi said. “I will take the dragon’s seed and use its power to transform Ust Perya.”

She touched the warding rune locking the cell. Magic flowed from her fingertips into the crystalline glyphs, and the bars swung open.

“The drow need a dragon of our own,” Nirivi said, stepping closer to her sister. “Imagine the respect it will bestow our people.”

“It won’t change anything,” Sulestra scoffed. “Remember the fanfare for the Teviss half-breed in Abethaal? He’s already dead and forgotten.”

“This is different, don’t you see? Instead of relying on the whims of a capricious goddess, we can finally cultivate our own power. The Empire won’t be able to ignore us. Neither will the exiles in Sulinor.”

Nirivi paused and breathed to steady herself, knowing she couldn’t afford to sound desperate if she had any chance of getting through to her sister. Pain Maidens never lost control, nor did Matron Mothers.

“I have sent couriers to Olath Shuk in Abethaal,” she added. “House Teviss could prove to be a valuable ally in the days ahead.”

“Teviss was forsaken by Zelioth ages ago,” Sulestra said. “They were doomed the moment they declared their loyalty to the Empire.”

“They still revere her, even if she does not reward them with disciples.”

“Then they are fools who deserve death. Daerulis should have sent our armies to destroy them and take their adamantine long ago.”

Nirivi shook her head. “We were never strong enough to face Teviss, just like we were never strong enough to face House Valostri or their vassals. We have long preached strength while allowing weakness to fester.”

Sulestra’s face twisted, and her red eyes narrowed as if she had noticed something about her sister.

“What is it you want from me, half-blood?” she asked. “Approval? Assistance?”

“I want a reason not to have my own sister cast into the pits.”

“Please. You’re too weak to have me killed. That’s why I’m here, isn’t it? If I had subdued you on the streets, I wouldn’t have hesitated to crush your skull.”

“You wouldn’t have bothered with torture?” Nirivi asked with a snort. “I’m disappointed.”

Sulestra’s eyes flashed again, this time with contempt. “You’ve always been arrogant beyond your years. I could never understand it until I realized what our mother had done. The weakness of the lightborn infects you. The dragon blood in your veins, however thin and diluted it may be, could have given you great power. But even it must have realized you weren’t worthy. It has stayed dormant while you cavorted with the lightborn and surrounded yourself with their priestess-whores.”

“They aren’t all weak like you believe,” Nirivi said. “The Dragon Princess outplayed our mother, and Lord Farric harbors power unseen in the Dark for many generations. I can leverage that power for us. For Ust Perya. For all drow.”

Sulestra laughed bitterly. “You’re too servile to leverage anything, sister. Even if the human puts a dragon inside you, it will be thin-blooded and sickly. Part lightborn, part dustborn, barely a hint of drow at all. You’ll outlive your own children, do you understand? At least mother had the decency to bear an elven child, as cowardly and pathetic as she may be.”

Nirivi repressed a sigh. Deep down, she had known that this wouldn’t work. Sulestra had spent the better part of a century waiting for her chance to strike and ascend. She had fully embraced the Spider Queen’s dogma, and unlike Nirivi, she had never spent any time on the surface where her beliefs could be challenged.

The dustborn may have been weak and inferior, but their short lives allowed them to change and adapt in a way that elves never could. Breaking through a century of indoctrination would be like trying to hammer through a mountain.

“Consider my words,” Nirivi said. “And pray for my mercy.”

She turned and left, closing the cell door behind her. Sulestra spat curses at her as she left, but Nirivi paid them no heed.

Warden Felarin was waiting for her at the exit, a sadistic glint in her eye. “Shall I have her gagged, Mistress? If she refuses to eat, there is little point in—”

“No,” Nirivi interrupted. “I want her brought down and cleaned up, and I want her suppressors removed.”

Felarin’s brow creased. “Mistress?”

“The Spider Queen has abandoned her. She’ll take pleasure in allowing the Echo to torment her former disciple, so I doubt Sulestra will ever possess magic capable of threatening anyone.” Nirivi paused for a second. “But just in case, you may attach one of the suppression collars instead.”

“I do not understand, Mistress. Why would—?”

“You don’t need to understand, only obey,” Nirivi said, putting a threatening chill in her voice. “Do I make myself clear?”

The confusion lingered on the warden’s face, but she nodded regardless. “Of course, Mistress.”

“Good. I will return later.”

Nirivi left the prison without another word, struggling to keep the anxiety roiling in her chest from appearing in her body language. She needed to act as if the eyes of her rivals were always upon her now, even when she knew she was alone. The thought exhausted her in a way nothing ever had before, but she had no choice but to play along. Until Sol returned, she was vulnerable. Though even when he did, it wasn’t as if he would be able to stay for long…

She buried the thought as she emerged from the prison and stepped back through the warded door at the top of the stairwell. She turned, expecting to see the lone male guard who had opened it for her, but he was nowhere to be found. The dark chamber was completely empty.

Nirivi’s first reaction was anger at the fact that the warrior had left his post. Such a brazen dereliction of duty was punishable by a torturous death.

Her second, more tempered reaction was fear. The warrior couldn’t have possibly gone anywhere, not with her personal house guards waiting outside the room. That is, not until they had also abandoned their posts to leave her alone and exposed.

Nirivi reached for the slender rapier at her hip, then called out to the Aether and summoned frost to her free-hand. If her rivals had decided to make their move, she wasn’t going to submit without a fight…

“It’s all right,” a raspy male voice said from seemingly everywhere at once. “You have nothing to fear from me, sister.”

The shadows in the chamber seemed to come to life, and a young, spindly Avetharri male emerged from the shadows, his pale face burned and scarred. One eye was a misty white, while the other was a bright, icy blue.

“On the contrary,” the figure said, hobbling forward as if every movement caused him pain, “this is the perfect opportunity for the last children of Lumos Bastrel to work together.”
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Rilas

“I wouldn’t bother calling for your guards,” Rilas warned as he raised one of his feeble hands. “If they charge in, I will have to kill them. And if you summon more, I will slip back into the Pale. It would be a shame to waste what could be our one and only chance to finally get to know one another.”

The Matron Mother’s ruby eyes flashed, and in that moment of hesitation between thought and action, Rilas knew that he was about to learn what kind of woman his half-sister was. Sulestra had revealed her weakness to him practically the instant they’d met. She had attempted to conceal her doubt and insecurity behind a mask of power, but he had seen right through it.

“If you have something to say, then say it,” the Matron Mother said, her voice dark and rich and calm. “I have a city to run.”

Rilas smiled. No insults, no posturing, no threats. She was nervous, but only a fool wouldn’t be under the circumstances. What mattered was that she wasn’t allowing that fear to control her.

Nirivi was a Bastrel after all.

“I understand,” he said, offering her a half bow. “And I assure you, Sister, I have no desire to keep you from your duties or your people. As much as I would relish the opportunity to get to know you better, I understand that this isn’t the time or place for such a lengthy conversation.”

Nirivi continued looking at him expectantly. Her poise made Rilas even happier, but he managed to control himself and keep from smiling wider.

“There are things I need to share with you while I have the chance,” Rilas added. “First, I wanted you to know that I’m not upset with you. I’m not upset with Princess Kyriel, either. You are victims of lies and manipulation, but I have no doubt that you will both eventually come to understand my perspective.”

“Perspective?” his sister asked. “You attacked my city. You devoured my mother!”

“You’re welcome,” he said, giving her a deep bow. “I’m no expert on drow culture, but it is common knowledge that drow females revile their mothers and seek to usurp them. I think we can both agree that I’ve done you a great favor. Ust Perya is yours now, and we’ve been given a glorious opportunity for House Bastrel to rule the land above and below. While I rebuild the Empire, you can reform the drow. What could be more perfect?”

Nirivi’s lip twitched so subtly he wondered if he had imagined it. “Princess Kyriel said that you were mad.”

“What is mistaken for madness is often an uncomfortable truth.” Rilas waved his hand. “I wish I had more time to explain, but I didn’t come here to debate politics and war. There’s something you need to know, Sister. Something about your heritage—about our heritage.”

Once again, Nirivi paused and waited for him to elaborate.

“As you surely know by now, our father possessed a natural affinity for shadow magic,” Rilas continued. “A rare talent, to be sure, but not nearly as rare as the Vaz Gorati would have us believe. The Empire makes no effort to identify or nurture such gifts, so they are often squandered.”

“Because drawing from the Pale is dangerous,” Nirivi replied. “Even my people are hesitant to delve too deeply into its secrets.”

“Yes, and despite what we’ve been told, our father shared that caution. Lumos learned a great deal on his own, but he was careful not to overindulge. Even when he acquired the Eye of Abalor from your mother, he was hesitant to fully embrace the knowledge it contained. As was I, at first.”

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because I have learned secrets—truths—that have been buried for thousands of years. These truths will allow me to reshape Lostrien and the Empire in ways I never thought possible.”

“That knowledge didn’t help you conquer Ust Perya,” Nirivi said coolly. “Or defeat Sol and the princess.”

“I had not yet fully embraced the Eye’s truth,” Rilas told her. “But I have now, and I wanted you to understand that our family’s gift is not one of darkness and death, but of raw, untainted magic. That’s what the Pale is—the very essence of the Old Gods, undistilled and uncorrupted. It isn’t a realm of shadows. That darkness is merely a byproduct of Solterys’s Veil, a cruel cordon erected between us and our unlimited potential.”

He took a step closer. She didn’t flinch or back away.

“The Pale is power incarnate,” Rilas said. “And it is our blood legacy, sister, as much as the power of frost and winter. I have no doubt that you could unlock the same potential. Imagine what you and I could accomplish together.”

“You mean like unleashing a demonic infestation upon the city?” Nirivi asked pointedly. “If not for Princess Kyriel, half of Ust Perya might be possessed.”

“An unfortunate and unintentional byproduct of my earlier ignorance, I’m afraid. I didn’t fully understand the frailty of the Veil, that is yet another gap in my knowledge I have since filled.”

“How wonderful for you.”

“How wonderful for us.”

Rilas wanted to move even closer, but he stopped himself. As much as he yearned to reach out and touch her, to embrace his true blood kin for the first time in his life, he knew it wasn’t the moment for that. Not yet.

“I don’t expect you to do anything, Sister,” Rilas said. “I just wanted you to know that you have a brother who is eager to work with you once this is all over.”

Nirivi’s gray cheek twitched. “Once this is over? You mean once you have killed thousands and brought Lostrien to ruin?”

“It won’t come to that. I am going to save Lostrien, not destroy it.” He paused. “I understand that you’ve been pledged to the dustborn dragon. Don’t worry—I won’t kill him, either, at least not until you’ve taken what you need from him.”

“It is time for you to leave my city,” Nirivi said, her voice calm but frigid. “Do not return.”

Rilas smiled. “We will speak again soon, Sister. House Ulyr may be dead, but thanks to us, House Bastrel will soon be as strong and vital as ever.”

He studied her face, not to evaluate her reactions but to sear her beautiful features into his memory. She would eventually come around to his way of thinking, just as Princess Kyriel would. The truth could only be ignored for so long.

Rilas could have easily slipped back into the Pale, but he didn’t. He simply turned and walked out of the chamber, giving her another opportunity to reveal to him what kind of person she was. But yet again, she didn’t panic and call out for her guards; she simply allowed him to leave, knowing there was nothing she could do to stop him. He only slipped through the Veil once he emerged in the Ulyr mansion, at which point he transformed back into a dragon and flew back through the cold darkness.

When he had first told Captain Jhael that he wished to speak with his sister, the shadow knight had wondered if it was necessary or worth the risk. And the truth was that Rilas didn’t really need to speak with her, not until all of this was over. But he had desperately wanted to see Nirivi again, possibly more than he’d ever wanted anything. He had spent the first twenty years of his life alone, the last Bastrel surrounded by his family’s enemies.

But now, against all odds, he had a sister. It changed everything. One day soon, she would take her place at his side.

And House Bastrel, the rightful rulers of Lostrien, would be reborn.


4
The Northern Front


Kyriel and I departed Tir Bereth just before nightfall. Rilas’s forces wouldn’t reach the forward outpost until tomorrow, so in theory we could have waited until morning. But I didn’t want to take the chance of the White Wyrm launching an attack to try and soften up our forces, and I also held out hope—an admittedly very small amount of hope—that the sight of a dragon flying over the Steppes might convince the Windsong forces to scatter rather than continue to march.

To that end, we had strongly considered traveling as a pair of dragons to look even more intimidating, but we’d ultimately decided to have Kyriel ride atop me instead. It wasn’t as if we’d be defenseless, since we knew that her bow and its luminous arrows could harm Rilas if he decided to come after us. There was also the small benefit that being in the saddle would allow her to focus all her attention on scouting the terrain rather than flying in her new form.

Mostly, though, it was a matter of practicality. She still couldn’t ignite her dragon blood on her own, and the threat of an imminent battle wasn’t exactly an aphrodisiac. This limitation of hers had been entertaining at first, but hopefully it wouldn’t last much longer. I couldn’t take her into a closet for a quick romp every time we needed another dragon…

Still, I enjoyed having a rider, especially when we had the time to attach a proper saddle. On my many trips across Lostrien, I’d been forced to fly slow and straight for fear that I’d shake off the women on my back. With Kyriel properly secured, I had much more flexibility for speed and maneuvers.

We flew straight north, the familiar dark green canopy of the Wyrmshade Forest rolling beneath us. I veered northeast once we’d passed the final treeline, and it didn’t take long for the terrain to transform from lush woodlands to dry plains. The Sallow Steppes hosted the largest empty stretches of land in the whole province. One could fly for dozens of miles without seeing a single village, just farmland and open wilderness.

The open terrain also made it easier to spot the Windsong forces as they marched north from the Doriath Mountains.

“So many,” Kyriel said from the saddle, her voice grave. “All being sent to die for one man’s lunacy.”

My eyes narrowed as I swooped in closer. I counted ten cohorts in total, all separated into neat, orderly columns with large gaps between them to prevent a dragon from obliterating them all in a single pass. Each column had its own front-line pikemen and shield-bearers along with a hundred archers for ranged support. The sorcerers were impossible to pick out from this distance, but assuming they were following standard Imperial doctrine, each cohort would have between twenty and thirty channelers capable of erecting and maintaining a protective barrier to shield them from aerial and magical attacks. At the rear of the formation were three clusters of siege weapons, mostly ballistae and catapults, being pulled along by magically empowered beasts of burden.

From the ground, the army must have looked intimidating marching in such a cohesive and professional formation. From above, however, everything seemed far less threatening. Five thousand men were barely a speck on the green-brown plains of the Sallow Steppes. At this distance especially, it seemed like I could simply fly over there and roast them all with plenty of time to turn around and fly back to Tir Bereth in time for dinner.

But appearances were deceptive. I spotted several dozen Tirzak with the Windsong army, some of whom were presumably Rilas’s disciples whose magic had been strong enough to harm me in the Sunbreak Ridge. I also noticed quite a few female flyers. They weren’t much of a threat to us by themselves, but the fifty or so wyvern riders in the area definitely were. Even a Wyrm Lord couldn’t afford to be swarmed by that many of the powerful beasts. My dragon scales could endure considerable punishment, but it would only take one or two successful stings from their venomous, scorpion-like tails to ruin my day.

“Not as many wyverns as I feared, at least,” Kyriel said. “Akathi should have more than enough leophon knights to handle them.”

I hoped she was right. Before this war started, House Windsong had fielded several hundred wyvern riders, more than all the other houses in Lostrien combined. We didn’t know exactly how many had been lost in the initial battle at the Crossroads, but nearly a hundred had managed to successfully flee the field and join the Skywatch in Tir Bereth. The other survivors could have fled the province altogether. We wouldn’t know until the war was over.

Thus far, none of the enemy flyers seemed to have any interest in chasing us off, though that would change if we moved any closer. I didn’t see any signs of Rilas, either, and I once again wondered if he had been injured during the battle in Ust Perya than we’d realized. My heart wanted to believe the answer was yes, but my gut kept warning me not to get my hopes up. It was far more likely that Rilas simply wanted to get rid of potential traitors before the final battle at Oro Sarn, and this reckless attack would get us to do his dirty work for him. But it was also conceivable that the sick bastard just wanted to take satisfaction in having me slaughter thousands of my own kind. The vast majority of the encroaching forces were dustborn, after all.

After soaring along the fringes of the army for a few more minutes, I pounded my wings and accelerated north toward the forward supply camp. I covered the twenty or so miles between it and the encroaching army in a fraction of an hour, and we were intercepted and then escorted by several Akathi leophon knights before we arrived. The winged gray-blue cats were stunningly majestic, especially up close, and I marveled at the mounted knights with lances on their backs. If things went as planned, they would be the ones knocking Rilas’s wyvern riders out of the sky.

The outpost itself was more impressive than I’d expected, particularly considering it had been built while under constant threat of an enemy attack. The wooden palisade looked sturdy enough, as did the hastily-erected watchtowers. I hadn’t been here to oversee any of it, obviously, but based on my prior experience with the Legion, I assumed that a crew of Avetharri sorcerers had helped expedite the process with a wide variety of magical tricks. At the very least, they had almost certainly used earth magic to soften the ground and enchantment magic to help the beasts of burden carry the supplies across the Steppes more quickly.

Our troops were entrenched behind the wooden walls. A Blue Legion banner fluttered at the center, though House Akathi and House Starmantle banners were also visible in the camp. Many of these men had come directly from Tari Hyare to the northwest, including the contingent of Veldrachi Rangers who were currently setting up pits, snares, and a variety of other hazards in case the attackers attempted a full-on assault.

We landed to an awkward amount of fanfare, but thankfully Kyriel was there to handle the talking, especially since there were quite a few noble house scions present. They all had prior military experience, either from Bastrel’s rebellion twenty years ago or from other smaller conflicts from before I was born, so it wasn’t as if they were foolish youngbloods seeking glory and fame in battle. Nevertheless, it made me wistful for the days when Her Majesty’s Blue Legion was all the realm needed for its defense.

The princess and I took a walk around the camp, me as a Wyrmidon and her as an Avetharri princess. Our presence genuinely seemed to help reassure the men, especially since the rest of the reinforcements wouldn’t arrive until tomorrow. For the most part, every officer in camp seemed confident and resolved. The mood was improved even further when Arindur arrived with more of his Veldrachi Rangers. Their performance against the Tirzak in the hills had reinforced their well-earned reputation as the protectors of House Starmantle and the Highlands.

Kyriel and I stayed up late conferring with both our aerial and ground scouts, but when we did finally retire, we had all the benefits and luxuries of a royal tent. The Dragon Princess couldn’t be allowed to sleep without a bed and proper furnishings, after all. I found it amusing that they had given her so much storage space when she, like me, had only brought a single pack with vital supplies.

She made sure to personally thank everyone regardless, and as always, I found myself awed by the way she handled authority. She projected her mother’s confidence and regality, but she was more willing to smile, laugh, and even joke when necessary. It reminded me of how special she was, with or without her dragon blood or unique shadow powers.

I was so impressed that despite all the stress and tension, I found it difficult to keep my hands off her when we laid down for the night. But ultimately, we agreed that it wasn’t worth the risk of an accidental dragon transformation, since the men had gone to such trouble to build a nice tent.

Morning was a different story. She had decided that it would be a good idea for both of us to be seen in our dragon forms as much as possible on the day of a potential battle, just to ensure that all the soldiers could get a long, inspiring look at us. As a result, I woke up to her straddling me, and my manhood promptly stood at attention to meet the needs of the princess. A few short minutes clutched inside the tight, searing walls of her royal cunt was all I needed to give her the magic transformation potion she required. Her eyes turned yellow while I was still filling her up, and she narrowly managed to dash out of the tent before her skin turned to scales.

Fortunately, I didn’t need to rush. I laid there in bed a bit longer, catching my breath and wondering how long it was going to take before she could do this on her own. On the one hand, it was an immense tactical liability. But on the other…well, this wasn’t exactly an unpleasant burden. For either of us.

We spent the bulk of the next day scouting, organizing, and searching for any signs of Rilas. When the White Wyrm remained conspicuously absent, one of the Skywatch officers suggested that we should launch an aerial attack while the enemy was on the march. The plan wasn’t without merit, and if we’d had more of Akathi’s leophon knights in position, I might have chosen to go through with it. But the reinforcements from Vereska and Tari Hyare didn’t arrive until nightfall when the enemy was less than five miles away, and I decided that our time was better spent bolstering our defenses and getting accurate counts of the enemy forces.

On numerous occasions, I found myself wishing that we had more of the calling crystals I’d read about in previous wars. The devices could send messages across nearly any distance, but thanks to the ongoing vatari shortage plaguing the Empire, they had become absurdly rare and expensive. Almost everything had to be communicated manually now, which complicated certain military maneuvers. It was another reason of many that I preferred to keep our battle plans as straight-forward as possible, especially here when we were so exposed.

An hour after dark, the leaders assembled in the central command tent for a final report from the scouts. I expected them to report that the Windsong army had started assembling their own camp and digging in so they could commence their attack in the morning, but I was wrong.

The enemy hadn’t stopped. It appeared as if they planned to attack our forward camp tonight.

“They’ll be here in two hours,” Lord Akathi said, glaring at the scouts as if his anger would change their report. “What kind of madness is this? His men will be practically blind in the dark.”

“So will ours,” Arindur pointed out. His youthful face was uncharacteristically grim. “More than three quarters of both forces are human. And frankly, the moon is so small tonight that it’s not as if our people can see much better.”

Akathi crossed his arms. “It’s still a foolish decision. He’ll be asking his men to charge the palisade while they’re exhausted.”

“Or they have a different plan altogether,” I boomed. Kyriel and I were still in our dragon forms looming over the meeting. “Our fortifications aren’t going to hold up against any serious bombardment. If I were them, I might try to hold the line and see if we’ll risk coming out to attack their siege weapons.”

“Without their own dragon, it hardly matters,” Akathi said. “If our aerial forces can tie up theirs, the two of you can strafe their positions unopposed. Their barriers won’t be able to hold against two dragons for long. Once they’re broken, the battle will be over.”

“Rilas is here somewhere,” Kyriel said from above and behind Akathi. “He may be cruel enough to force the Windsong armies into battle, but he’s not so foolish as to waste this opportunity. If he’s going to sacrifice all these men, he’ll want to get something out of it, even if it’s just weakening our forces.”

Akathi looked up at her. I didn’t know what he’d thought about the Dragon Princess before this war had begun, but I suspected that he, like so many of the other Great House leaders, had considered her to be a naive, reckless girl. And it wasn’t as if that was incorrect—Kyriel had run off into the Garothi Peaks multiple times on her own.

But a great deal had changed in the past five weeks. Kyriel was unquestionably the one who knew Rilas best, since she’d been his prisoner for several days. That, plus her title and the fact that she was now officially a dragon, seemed as if it commanded Lord Akathi’s respect.

“With his powers, the White Wyrm has countless tactical options at his disposal,” the man said eventually. “He could simply sacrifice his men to buy him a chance to attack us elsewhere like he did before.”

“He could, but he considers himself a genius surrounded by fools,” Kyriel replied. “He might attempt something new just to prove himself.”

“What would you do in his position, Your Highness?” Arindur asked, his brow creasing. “You are the only other person who shares his gift for Palewalking.”

Kyriel’s yellow dragon eyes narrowed as she considered his question. Personally, I couldn’t help but be amazed at how casually the ranger had brought up her unique powers. A month ago, they had been a secret to almost everyone outside a trusted few—she hadn’t wanted to fan the rumors that she was a “poisoned princess” who had been crippled by Bastrel’s curse. But now that the stakes of this war had been made abundantly clear to everyone, the secrecy seemed like a luxury. All that mattered was securing every advantage we could.

“Personally, I would do what Lord Akathi suggested and try to cause chaos far behind our lines,” Kyriel said. “But as far as what I’d do here…well, I think the most obvious tactic would be for him to lie in wait until our dragons attack his backline. Once we’re engaged, he could shift through the Pale and attack our backline while it is undefended. If he strikes at our sorcerers, it will effectively be a race to see who brings down the barriers first.”

“He could lose that race and still win the battle,” I pointed out. “I’m sure he’d gladly trade the entire Windsong army for one or two of our cohorts. Any men he kills here will make it that much more difficult for us to launch a joint attack on Oro Sarn from two directions.”

“Then it’s a good thing we have two dragons and fifty leophon knights,” Lord Akathi said with a proud smile. “We can afford to split our forces. He cannot.”

“True.”

I met Kyriel’s gaze. She wasn’t going to like my next suggestion, but it was the only strategy that made sense.

“I can lead the attack on their siege weapons,” I said. “Her Highness can remain here in case Rilas attempts to backstab us. She has a better chance of countering his shadow magic, and she can chase him through the Pale if necessary.”

Kyriel didn’t reply right away. Draconic faces were much harder to read than elven ones, so I feared she was about to argue the point. But to my surprise, she simply nodded.

“I agree,” she said eventually, though I could hear the faint twinge of disappointment in her tone. “And if any of their wyverns slip through our lines, I can deal with them as well.”

I repressed a smile. Kyriel might have been a little reckless when she had chased down the Tirzak, but she had never struck me as foolish. She was a woman who knew what needed to be done, and she didn’t complain about it no matter how difficult the task. She had taken over for her mother, she had negotiated with Matron Daerulis, and now she was ready to fight the battle against Rilas by any means necessary. I didn’t just respect her.

I loved her.

“Then it’s settled,” Lord Akathi said with an affirming nod. “While my leophon knights engage their fliers, Lord Farric will attack their siege weapons. If their sorcerers can’t protect their backline, we may be able to rout them quickly.”

“Let’s hope,” I murmured. “The fewer of them we have to kill, the better. If we’re lucky, we can finish this battle with more men on our side than we started with.”

A round of affirming nods confirmed that everyone agreed it would be the best possible outcome, but the grim faces that followed suggested that no one actually expected the battle to play out that way.

Including me.
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Two hours later, the Windsong army approached our position. And they didn’t bother attempting to parley.

The development wasn’t surprising, but it was disappointing. Without the White Wyrm here looking over their shoulders, I had held out hope that the field officers would be willing to speak to us before the battle. In the utterly implausible best-case scenario, they would have asked us for protection against Rilas, which we would have gladly provided. The Windsong forces would have joined us, and together we could have easily wiped out the handful of Tirzak that had accompanied them.

The slightly more realistic scenario I had envisioned was one where we convinced them to hold off their attack until Rilas revealed himself. That way, Kyriel and I could try to engage him and put an end to this war right then and there, or at the very least drive him away again so that the Windsong forces could join us without fear of reprisal. It wouldn’t have been as clean as the first option, but it still would have been a vast improvement over slaughtering a bunch of men who had been forced to fight on behalf of their own conqueror.

But sadly, fate seemed to be in an especially cruel and bloodthirsty mood tonight.

“They’re digging in and preparing their siege weapons,” Lord Akathi said as he returned to the war table after conferring with his aerial scouts. “The bombardment will commence soon if we don’t move out to meet them.”

“Madness,” Arindur replied, shaking his head. “They must know we’ll come after them before they can fire. What do they do then?”

“Charge our palisade and die,” I said bitterly. “There’s no other option.”

Kyriel was gazing out at the distant mountains to the west as if she had noticed something. “Rilas is here somewhere,” she whispered. “He won’t allow the Windsongs to retreat, and he’ll do whatever he can to hurt us.”

“Then let’s take the fight to the enemy and end this as quickly as possible,” Akathi said. “My knights await you, Lord Farric.”

I gave Kyriel an intense look, wishing that we had some time to discuss this in private as people, not dragons. Neither of us had expected this battle to take place until tomorrow morning, and we’d both hoped it never would. But at this point, Lord Akathi was right. The sands were sliding through the hourglass, and it was time to act.

A few minutes later, I was airborne with the rest of our aerial attack force. Not including our reserves, we had two dozen Akathi leophon knights, a dozen Skywatch wyvern riders, and a golden dragon. We must have made for a fearsome sight, especially for the poor bastards in the Windsong army who must have known we were coming for them.

I led our force west for almost a mile before sweeping around in a wide arc and heading straight for the Windsong army’s flank. When Kyriel and I had flown past the enemy forces during the daylight hours, I had been amazed at the sharp contrast between the rows of soldiers and the endless brown-green fields of the Sallow Steppes. But here at night, everything looked completely different.

Each of the Windsong cohorts was now protected by glittering domes of magical energy conjured by their sorcerers. The soldiers themselves were little more than blurry shadows on the ground. If the human soldiers hadn’t required torches and lanterns to load and prepare their catapults, even my draconic eyes wouldn’t haven been able to see much of anything until I was right on top of them.

The enemy wyverns were easier to see, if only because their movements were better contrasted against the faint glow of the starlit sky. The black blots were small, but they grew progressively larger over time. I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were about to collide with a massive swarm of bats.

I was fully prepared to rip through them myself if necessary, but that was the aggression of my dragon blood talking. Having been in this form most of the day, I yearned to rend and tear and fight. But the whole purpose of flying alongside Akathi’s leophon knights was so that they could engage the enemy flyers on my behalf, leaving me free to assault the siege weapons. So rather than give in to temptation and sate my draconic bloodlust, I thrust out my wings to slow my momentum and allow my allies to do their jobs.

The winged cats and their riders surged forward, lances extended like traditional cavalry charging across the plains. Arrows streaked through the night sky as the Windsong riders launched attacks from a distance, a feat of archery that seemed utterly impossible between the speed, wind, and darkness. But most wyvern riders—particularly those trained for full battle rather than pure scouting—were highborn sorcerers who could augment their aim with magic.

Fortunately, most of the Akathi leophon knights were also sorcerers, so they were protected by Aetheric barriers as well as their moonsilver armor. The result was a breathtaking aerial clash that illustrated one of the reasons the Empire continued to dominate Varellon despite the ravages of the Blood Drought. The Avetharri commanded the sky with more than just dragons.

Amidst the chaos of screeching leophons, roaring wyverns, and explosions of magic, I dove toward the Windsong camp. Several of the enemy riders tried to engage me only to find themselves chased away or outright skewered by lances. A few arrows struck by scales as I barreled past, but nothing came close to stopping me or even slowing me down.

I focused my attention on the three barriers protecting the enemy siege weapons. Each magical dome was over a hundred feet wide, large enough to shield the catapults, their crews, and the sorcerers themselves. I soared low enough that the air rushing behind me stirred up a whirlwind of dust and dirt, and I sucked in a deep breath as I closed in on the first barrier. Arrows flew, spells crackled, soldiers screamed…

And I unleashed my fiery breath. The cone blasted the protective dome and washed over the translucent edges like a tidal wave breaking over a mountain. At first, I couldn’t tell if the barrier was holding; I was flying too close and too fast to actually see what was happening. All I knew was that I spewed enough molten death to utterly engulf two of the three domes before I soared past and began to climb again.

My stomach clenched as I looked behind me, torn between my desire to succeed and my regret at being forced to slaughter what amounted to conscripts who were only fighting out of fear and desperation. But fortunately—and unfortunately—it didn’t appear that I had killed anyone just yet. The two domes were glowing a bright orange like newly blown glass orbs, but they hadn’t collapsed. The Windsong sorcerers had spared their men from the dragon’s wrath for a little while longer.

I couldn’t tell how the battle was faring in the sky, since the dark shapes mostly blurred together. But based on the flickers of the torches on the ground, it appeared that the Windsong ground forces were starting to advance. It made perfect sense—given the choice between waiting for a dragon to incinerate them or charging an enemy palisade, I probably would have chosen the latter option as well. Once they engaged our infantry, I wouldn’t be able to obliterate them without destroying our own men. They could die fighting at the end of a spear rather than be helplessly consumed by fire from above.

They still had a long way to go before they reached our lines, however, and their forward columns were tempting targets for my second pass. Quite a few wyverns appeared to have held back in order to harass me if I chose that option, and since every cohort had its own protective barrier, dividing my attacks would be foolish. Constant pressure was the key to overwhelming a communal barrier.

Still, if I managed to wipe out a single row of soldiers, it might cause the others to rout. I would be trading hundreds of lives for thousands. Wasn’t that a better bargain?

The siege weapons have to come first, I reminded myself as I curled around in preparation for another strafing run. Those catapults would be ready to shoot soon, and it wasn’t worth the risk that any of the projectiles might get through our own barriers. I had seen what kind of devastation that could cause in Ust Perya a week ago.

So I continued with my attack, sucking in a deep breath and streaking past the rear barriers for another strafing run. One of the enemy wyverns made it through our lines and attempted to intercept me, but I ignored the arrows deflecting off my scales and unleashed a fresh wave of hell on the barriers below.

But even though they glowed like hot coals, they still didn’t collapse. I didn’t fully understand why until I’d finished my run and glanced back over my shoulder. The Windsong sorcerers appeared to be getting help from the Tirzak, who were channeling the power of Rilas’s Godsoul fragment to bolster the shields. They were still flickering despite that, however, and I was confident that at least one of the domes would collapse on a third pass. When it did, all the men and equipment below would be incinerated beyond recognition.

The death of a few to save the many, I thought darkly, still hoping that enemy lines would break once I got through. Because if they didn’t…

The image of melting dustborn soldiers flashed in front my eyes, and it refused to go away. But just before I came about and was forced to make that nightmare a reality, I saw an intense flash of light to the north. I turned my head in time to see a white dragon strafing across our own barriers, his icy breath freezing the domes as if they were huge snowglobes.

Rilas was here. And the battle for the Sallow Steppes was about to begin.


Interlude
Kyriel


Even shrouded by darkness, the battlefield was a remarkable sight. Kyriel watched, frustrated and anxious, as the aerial forces clashed in the sky overhead. She couldn’t tell the sides apart from all the way back at the outpost; wyverns and leophons were little more than shapeless black splotches cast against a starry void. Occasionally, the flash of magic would illuminate one group or another, but it wasn’t enough for her to track any particular rider, let alone determine who might be winning. All she could do was have faith in the reputation of House Akathi’s flying knights.

Sol was easier to see, of course. She watched as his massive silhouette cut through the sky, avoiding the rest of the clash as best he could. The knights protected him from the harrying efforts of the Windsong wyverns, and soon he was diving at the enemy camp.

Gasps erupted all across the outpost when Sol’s flaming breath lit up the horizon. It splashed over the Windsong barriers, turning them a brilliant orange-red like fragments of the sun which had fallen from the sky. Yet despite the inferno, none of them collapsed after his first pass. The battle would rage on.

I wish I were out there with him, Kyriel thought as he swept around in a wide arc. Yet strangely, when she considered how she could help him, she wasn’t imagining herself as a fellow dragon. In her mind’s eye, she was riding on his back with her bow out and at the ready. Aveshalare was still more comfortable to her than claws and teeth. She wondered if that would ever change.

“Another group of enemy wyverns is lifting off,” Arindur announced. “Four in total, all heading east.”

Kyriel looked over at the Ranger-Captain. He was standing just behind the wooden palisade, spyglass in hand. With its enchanted lens, he would be able to see virtually everything across the battlefield despite the darkness.

“To chase Sol?” Kyriel asked.

The ranger’s face creased. “I don’t believe so, Your Highness. They’re sweeping wide, and some of the Tirzak flyers appear to be joining them.”

“They’ll come for our eastern flank,” Lord Akathi said. “I’ll send our reserves to intercept them.”

While he barked out orders to his commanders, Kyriel shifted her attention to the columns of infantry marching toward them. There were five cohorts in total, all shielded from aerial attacks by a group of sorcerers. They would be in arrow range soon. They probably already were, in fact, but Akathi and Arindur had both agreed that their archers should hold longer than normal since the darkness would make long volleys less accurate.

“Sol is coming around for another pass,” Arindur announced. “We’ll see if their barriers can—”

“Incoming!”

The warning shout came from somewhere in the rear of the outpost. Kyriel reflexively whipped her draconic head around to see a huge, ominous shadow sweeping toward them from above. Akathi’s sorcerers erected their own protective barrier, and the glittering light from the magical dome was just enough for Kyriel to make out the white scales of the shadow’s underbelly.

Rilas.

He was on them in a heartbeat, his maw opening to spew a blue-white blast of ice and wind cold enough to turn stone brittle and flash-freeze flesh. Frost spread over the dome, and for a horrifying moment, it seemed like the whole thing might shatter around them. But then Rilas roared past, and the barrier held.

It took a moment for the icy sheen to fade enough for Kyriel to see through the magical field again, but the White Wyrm was there once she did, a huge shadow in the sky sweeping west toward the distant mountains.

No, Kyriel thought to herself as she bounded forward and spread her wings. You’re not getting away this time!

As Captain Arindur and Lord Akathi shouted orders to their men, she launched herself into the air. The whole reason she had stayed behind was to protect the outpost from Rilas’s sneak attacks, and that was exactly what she was going to do.

He had a significant lead on her since he had already been flying at top speed, but Kyriel knew he would eventually come around for another pass. She pounded her wings to accelerate, the cool night air parting effortlessly before her sleek, silvery-blue frame. She had spent the better part of the past week practicing in her new form, and she had learned a great deal. But most of her movements remained purely instinctual, as if the entire Valostri legacy—hundreds of female Wyrm Lords—were all sharing their knowledge and experience with her at once.

Rilas continued west for several miles, enough to make her wonder if his goal was to lead her away. But he was the most dangerous creature on this battlefield, not his soldiers or his wyverns, so Kyriel maintained pursuit. She finally gained on him when he banked to his right in a long, wide sweep, and she clenched her maw and flexed her claws as she drew close. Not that she planned to engage him in a grapple—her radiant breath would hopefully do far more damage.

But just when she prepared to go in for the kill, long shadows crawled around his white scales as he soared through the normally impenetrable fabric separating the physical world from the Pale. Kyriel followed without a second thought, knowing how easy it would be for him to ambush their outpost again if she let him sneak away through the shadow realm.

Rilas was there on the other side waiting for her, though he wasn’t flying as quickly as before. He dipped low and thrust out his wings to slow himself, then landed on the monochrome plains and turned to face her. The Godsoul fragment inside him glowed with the same eerie golden light as normal, as if he’d swallowed a piece of the sun which was now blazing in his chest.

Kyriel slowed her own momentum, her senses alert and ready for any tricks. Behind him in the colorless expanse of the Pale, she could see the armies fighting in the sky and on the ground. The shapes were blurry and indistinct, like she was looking through a greasy pane of glass.

“You can’t run from me anymore!” Kyriel snarled as she landed nearby, her radiant breath boiling deep inside her in anticipation of release.

“Run?” Rilas asked. His booming voice was as hollow and flat as all other sounds within the Pale. “Why would I want to run? Look at you! You’re more beautiful and resplendent than ever.”

“And more powerful.”

He chuckled. “My Dragon Princess, the best of Starmantle and Valostri entwined together. Just imagine how incredible our children will look with a streak of Bastrel white thrown in the mix.”

Rage boiled Kyriel’s blood, causing her to rear back and suck in a deep breath. She had been eager to confront him for over a week now, and it was finally time to pit her new powers against his.

The Dragon Princess opened her maw and unleashed a storm of silvery-white lightning. The brilliant bolts arced out toward Rilas, but he didn’t even try to dodge. Instead, he simply spewed his own draconic breath to meet hers. This time, however, it wasn’t merely frost; the icy shards and chilled winds were intermixed with flashes of putrid green. It was familiar, almost like the arrows she could launch from Aveshalare.

But this wasn’t Palefire. It was Palefrost.

Kyriel exhaled until her lungs were empty, and when the deadly draconic blasts dissipated, Rilas remained unharmed.

“I owe you an immense debt of gratitude, Your Highness,” he said, a layer of rime covering his maw. “You showed me the error of my ways in Ust Perya. I had allowed fear to control me—fear of the Eye of Abalor.”

The princess’s stomach twisted. The Eye of Abalor, the shadow crystal he had stolen from the Vaz Gorati. She and Sol had been wondering what dark secrets it must have taught him by now…

“The relics of the Valathrim have corrupted and destroyed so many of our kind,” Rilas went on. “I was hesitant to rely upon it, especially since my father never explored all its secrets. But when you used the powers of that wretched moon goddess against me, I knew I had made a mistake. Even in their death throes, the Old Gods still have things to teach us.”

“You can’t defeat all of us together,” Kyriel said, striding forward. “No matter what dark magic you’ve learned.”

“You’re right, Princess. I can’t.” His rime-encrusted maw widened into a smile. “But then, who said I need to? We both have allies to call upon.”

The shadows behind him began to twist and writhe, and Kyriel’s first thought was that something dramatic had changed on the battlefield in the physical world. But then she belatedly realized that the movement wasn’t coming from beyond the barrier between worlds, but from within the Pale itself. Dozens of dark figures were slowly closing in upon her like a tide of black water.

[Gwaurvaineth,] a chorus of demonic voices whispered into her mind. [Come to us…]

Kyriel glanced around, expecting to see green, glowing spectres like back in Ust Perya. But those demons had been in the physical world possessing the Tirzak, and she had been looking upon their echoes through the fabric of the Veil. Here within the shadow realm, demons could theoretically have a physical form. She had just never seen one before.

Until now.

Kyriel screamed. It was an odd and unnatural sound coming from the maw of a dragon, a mighty creature who was supposed to be a harbinger of dread, not one of its victims. But the monsters taking shape behind Rilas were so vile, so utterly alien, that they didn’t seem real. While they still had limbs and torsos, the demons’ arms were little more than masses of writhing tentacles that hissed like angry snakes held by their tails. Their huge heads sprouted open like carnivorous plants with four huge petals, all lined with dozens upon dozens of tiny jagged teeth. They didn’t have eyes or mouths or anything at all resembling normal faces.

[Gwaurvaineth. We have waited for—]

“No!” Kyriel snarled.

Choking down her fear, she spewed another cone of radiant lightning at the demons to her left. Their loud, cacophonous shrieks echoed through the Pale like no sound she’d ever heard before, and they promptly retreated into the darkness. But there were more coming from all sides.

“There’s no need to be rude, Your Highness,” Rilas said. “They’re just guests eager to cross over and find themselves a new home.”

“Have you completely lost your mind?” Kyriel shouted, sweeping her tail behind her to drive the other demons back. “Didn’t you see what happened in Ust Perya? I thought you wanted to conquer Lostrien, not infest it with demons!”

“What I want is to save our people. I had hoped I could do so peacefully, but I realized that was yet another mistake. Sometimes you cannot fix what is broken—all you can do is burn it to the ground and start over.” He stretched out his white wings as if he were about to take flight again. “And you are still going to help me, Princess. We will build new fiefdoms, new Great Houses, all infused with my blood…our blood. Your transformation only proves your worthiness.”

Kyriel’s stomach twisted. “I’m going to rip you apart!”

“Then come along, Your Highness,” Rilas replied. “The chase continues.”

He launched his enormous white body back into the air, and Kyriel did the same. The hideous demons swarmed over the area she had just vacated, but she forced herself not to look. Once she stopped Rilas, the malefic monstrosities would remain trapped here in the Pale where they belonged…

She pounded her wings against the heavy still air of the shadow realm, trying to build up enough speed to overtake him. But then a green line appeared in front of him as he tore open the fabric of the Veil, and he disappeared. Kyriel followed, shooting through the rift and back into the physical world.

Since it was nighttime, she expected the transition between realms to be less dramatic than normal, but the rush of real wind on her scales was so abrupt and shocking that it took Kyriel a few heartbeats to adapt. The sky over the distant battlefield was still dominated by the black blots of leophons and wyverns, whereas the ground was illuminated by a dozen magical domes. The ones protecting the Windsong armies were still moving forward, though it seemed as if they were about to reach the outpost and clash with her forces.

The domes protecting the Windsong siege weapons were glowing orange with flame thanks to Sol’s latest attack, and they flickered unsteadily as if they were about to collapse. From here, it seemed as if her armies were winning, but that could change quickly if she couldn’t catch Rilas. He continued surging forward, intent on performing a strafing run of his own.

Kyriel was just as intent on not letting him.

Pounding her wings as hard as she could, she climbed until she was above and behind him. Then, using a technique she had been practicing all week with Sol, she tucked in her wings and dove to build speed. While he remained much larger and stronger, she had been able to outpace and outmaneuver him within a few days. Rilas was somewhere between them in size and bulk, so she was confident that she could overtake him as well.

And she was right. Kyriel intercepted the White Wyrm less than half a mile from their forward camp, and she immediately dug her claws into his sides and attempted to wrestle him from the sky. Her speed combined with her angle of attack gave her enormous leverage, and the maneuver should have worked.

But Rilas had been ready for the attack. He thrust out his wings, catching the wind and halting his momentum to turn Kyriel’s speed against her. Her claws couldn’t dig deep enough into his sides to hold onto him, so she went flying past and ended up crashing to the ground.

The impact would have shattered every bone in her elven body, but her draconic form was far more resilient. It barely hurt when she tumbled across the grass and tore up huge patches of dirt. She snarled in frustration when she finally stopped, her eyes searching for the White Wyrm. He had resumed his attack run, and at this point there was no way she could catch him in time.

But she was still going to try.

With a roar, Kyriel launched herself back into the air. Rilas was dangerously close to the camp, and she could see him inhale in preparation for another strafing run. The defensive barriers glimmered in defiance as the friendly sorcerers braced themselves for another assault…

And then, just before Rilas struck, the dome in the center of the camp collapsed.

For several frantic heartbeats, Kyriel hoped that her panicked mind was playing tricks on her. But no, the dome was really gone, and the hundreds of men who had been relying on its protection were suddenly at the mercy of the White Wyrm.

And Rilas had none to spare. Another cone of Palefrost spewed from his mouth, obliterating everyone and everything caught in the blast. Equipment was turned to blocks of ice, soldiers were frozen and then reaved of their very lifeforce. And there was absolutely nothing Kyriel could do about any of it.

Lahara protect us.

Her stomach twisted in agony even as she pounded her wings to try and catch Rilas as he streaked away. They had intentionally divided their officers between the barriers, but the centermost dome had been protecting Arindur, Lord Akathi, and many others. If they were all dead…

Kyriel tried to focus her full attention on the White Wyrm, but she couldn’t stop herself from glancing down at the carnage as she streaked past. There was no way to make out individual bodies in the darkness, especially with a sheen of rime covering everything. But while the frozen morass was completely still, there was plenty of movement beneath the other barriers.

Movement…and the sounds of battle.

She frantically searched for signs of enemy soldiers, wondering how Rilas could have possibly moved them through the Pale while she had been following him. But then the princess caught a fleeting glimpse of jet black adamantine armor inside the camp, and she was overwhelmed by a haunting epiphany. Rilas hadn’t needed to bring any reinforcements with him.

Drow shadow knights had attacked the camp—and assassinated the sorcerers who had been maintaining the barrier—all on their own.


5
Battle for the Steppes


Destroy the siege engines. You have your job, and Kyriel has hers .

I had repeated the same phrase to myself half a dozen times over the past few minutes, but that hadn’t made it any easier for me to keep blasting the enemy barriers while Kyriel was out there chasing the White Wyrm. I hadn’t seen either of them since Rilas’s first attack run, which meant they had likely slipped into the Pale. Dragon silhouettes were still difficult to miss even in the darkened sky.

She’s the one who absorbed the power of the crystal, so she’s the one who can hurt him, I told myself. It’s my job to try and rout the army so we don’t have to cut them all down.

The internal lectures helped, probably because I’d been a soldier for my entire adult life. Discipline was critical. You had to do your job, and you had to trust the men at your flanks to do theirs. Though at the same time, fighting in a phalanx wasn’t exactly the same as being a dragon…

I took my own advice regardless. Banking hard to my left, I swept around to make a third—and hopefully last—strafing run over the Windsong siege engines. Judging from the number of wyverns that were trying to disengage from the aerial melee, the enemy was definitely getting worried that I was about to break through. But so far, the leophon knights had prevented them from interfering. I was on my own, and it was time to end this battle the way only a dragon could.

The barriers gleamed in front of me as I raced forward, three glowing globes set against the arid, shadowy plains. Flames boiled in my gullet, but just before I unleashed them, the impossible happened: the barriers disappeared, and the soldiers beneath them scattered.

What in the bloody void?

My confusion nearly caused me to pull up and abort my attack run altogether. I had assumed that I would have to destroy at least one cohort of Windsong soldiers before the rest would retreat, but apparently I was mistaken. Had they realized the futility of their attack? If so, why had it taken them this long?

I didn’t have time to search for answers. The siege weapons were right there beneath me, unmanned and unprotected. There was no reason to wait.

I released the dragonfire boiling inside me. Without an Aetheric barrier to block them, it washed over the catapults like an orange tidal wave, consuming everything in their path. Panicked shouts and desperate screams filled the air as I rushed past, though they were quickly drowned out by the roar of hungry flames. Once my gullet was empty, I glanced back over my shoulder to appreciate my handiwork.

The siege weapons blazed as if they were effigies at the autumn harvest festival. Black smoke rose into the sky like angry, writhing serpents, and the flickering flames cast the plains in an eerie orange light. The soldiers had fled quickly enough that they had been spared my wrath, though I belatedly realized that they were running toward their infantry rather than scattering into the plains. The fact that the Tirzak appeared to be shepherding them in that direction made me even more confused. Were they truly routing, or was this a planned retreat?

Before I could settle on an answer, my attention was drawn toward two black dots racing through the sky to the north. I wouldn’t have noticed them if not for their sheer size, but Kyriel was again giving chase to Rilas. He was headed straight for our outpost, though she appeared to be gaining on him.

Destroy the siege engines. You have your job, and Kyriel has hers.

The affirmation repeated itself in my head, but it rang hollow. The few remaining enemy ballistae and catapults were useless without crews, and none of the fleeing enemy soldiers seemed eager to return to the inferno I’d left in my wake. Helping Kyriel was far more important.

That is, assuming I could help her. It would take me a minute to fly back to our camp if none of the enemy flyers harassed me, which was far too long for me to interrupt Rilas’s attack run. And even if I did get there, he could easily slip back into the Pale again. Kyriel was the only one who could realistically pursue him.

And the princess finally caught her prey. She smashed into the White Wyrm, presumably trying to tackle him out of the sky. But despite the distance between us, I could tell that the maneuver didn’t work out like she’d hoped. Rilas thrust out his wings and halted his momentum, then veered toward the camp again once Kyriel had effectively overshot him.

Shit.

Rolling to my left, I raced across the battlefield back toward our forces. But until I arrived, there was nothing I could do to help our men. The only thing standing between them and a frosty death were the glimmering Aetheric domes conjured by our sorcerers.

And then, as if on cue, the central barrier collapsed.

My heart froze in my chest, and my mind scrambled for potential explanations. Were the sorcerers repositioning themselves? No, that would have been beyond foolish when a dragon was bearing down on them. Were they trying to bait Rilas closer? No, that was even more insane. Something was very, very wrong…

And then it was too late. Like a harbinger of doom, Rilas strafed over the camp and unleashed his freezing breath. I didn’t need to be there to know the extent of the destruction he could cause; I had seen it myself first-hand just a moment earlier. Without proper magical defenses, men and beasts were nothing more than kindling against the might of a dragon.

Pounding my wings, I raced across the battlefield as quickly as I could. A barrage of arrows whooshed past me from below, but only a few struck my scales and none broke through. Shooting a dragon out of the sky with steel bodkins would have been an immense challenge in the daylight if I had been standing still, let alone in the middle of the night while I was flying as fast as possible.

I was tempted to blast the enemy infantry as I streaked past, but it would only slow me down. And at this point, I would also inadvertently roast some of our men since the armies were clashing. Our archers had inflicted plenty of damage during the enemy charge, and the line of Blue Legion defenders appeared to be holding the palisade.

But I was far more worried about the battle raging in our camp. I tried to discern more details as the wind rushed past my maw, but everything was obscured by a frosty mist after. All I could tell for certain was there appeared to be fighting in our backline. Had Rilas dropped soldiers there somehow?

I refocused my attention on the White Wyrm himself. Kyriel was pursuing him hard again, her sleek blue-silver body both faster and more maneuverable than his bulkier one. But as she closed distance with him, I could tell that Rilas was using her rage and desperation against her. His movements were clever and subtle, but I was far enough away that I could see how he was gradually luring her out of position so that he could twist around and make another strafing run on our camp.

I had no intention of allowing that to happen. I continued forward, carefully choosing an angle of attack so that he wouldn’t be able to get past me. And when Rilas did finally make his move, my flaming breath was there waiting for him.

Whether he had been expecting me to eventually help Kyriel or not, he was clearly surprised that I’d intercepted him so quickly. He barely managed to veer away before I roasted him, and I still managed to scorch one of his wings as he turned. The evasive maneuver cost him most of his momentum, however, and Kyriel came streaking in and slammed into him from behind.

Unlike before, Rilas had no means of escaping this aerial tackle. Their huge bodies flailing wildly in the air before they crashed onto the plains before, the blue and white of their scales blurring together as they tumbled through the low grass and tore up huge mounds of dirt. Thankfully we were hundreds of yards away from the camp by now, otherwise the trashing would have crushed our own men.

Thrusting out my own wings, I slowed down and twisted my torso until I was hovering above the melee. Once their bodies separated, I dove straight at Rilas, hoping I could grab his throat and put an end to this madness for good.

But while the White Wyrm was distracted, he was far from helpless. I felt a surge in the Aether as I closed the gap between us, and the vapour in the cool night air suddenly hardened and materialized into a huge ball of ice above Rilas’s body. With a flick of his claw, he sent it flying right at me.

I managed to pull back and raise my arms an instant before it smashed into my head. The ice shattered around me in a storm of dagger-like shards that would have utterly eviscerated anyone without dragon scales. Even with them, I felt a biting pain across my arms. The force of impact also compromised my control over my own momentum, and I crashed onto the ground and tumbled over myself three times before I was able to plant my body in the soil and bring myself to a halt.

“I thought you would have learned your lesson by now, dustborn,” Rilas sneered, dragging himself fully upright while Kyriel and I attempted to recover. “Your blood is but fuel for my power.”

He raised his left claw again, and a swirl of sickening green energy took shape. I could feel my strength draining away while I tried to stand, exactly like back in the Crossroads and later at Ust Perya.

But I wasn’t defenseless this time. Using the knowledge I’d gleaned from the drow tomes, I conjured a new Aetheric barrier, one specifically attuned to block shadow magic. In theory, it wouldn’t be nearly as useful against arrows or blades, but it was my only chance to resist the siphoning energies of the Pale…

“I underestimated you,” Rilas said, his lone blue eye narrowing. “You’ve learned something after all, haven’t you? What a clever little dustborn you are…”

Snarling, I pulled my own claw out of the ground and swiped for his face. He leapt backward, avoiding the blow but losing focus on his siphoning spell in the process. And before he could try again, Kyriel hauled herself upright and unleashed a cone of coruscating blue-white lightning.

Rilas was just far enough away that he was able to launch himself back into the air before the storm consumed him, but I had the satisfaction of hearing him cry out in pain when the radiant bolts scorched the tips of his wings. I leapt after him, determined not to let him escape again. Kyriel followed a heartbeat later, sparks of lightning still crackling around her body as if she were a living stormcloud.

With the two of us working in tandem, Rilas had no way to escape on his own. Kyriel was faster and could chase him into the Pale, and I could cut him off if he ever tried to slow down and outmaneuver her. His only chance was to get help.

Unfortunately, he had plenty of reinforcements to spare. While the distant aerial battle appeared to be going well—the Akathi leophon knights had knocked quite a few wyverns out of the sky—Rilas’s Tirzak disciples were still eager and willing to heed their master’s call. The winged Tirzak females were so small compared to everything else in the sky that I barely noticed them buzzing toward us. There weren’t all that many of them—a dozen at most—but Rilas was flying low enough that his male disciples could also help. Radiant beams of magic streaked up from below as the mantis channelers attempted to knock us out of the sky, and they were joined by darts from the blowguns of the flying females.

Even acting in unison, the mantis warriors weren’t a tremendous threat to a dragon. But the annoying truth was that they didn’t need to stop us, just slow us down long enough for Rilas to get some distance. The Tirzak also seemed to realize that Kyriel was the key to the pursuit, since her speed and ability to Palewalk was enabling this entire chase. They relentlessly swarmed over her, making it impossible for her to maintain her speed.

As their blasts of magic exploded around her wings, forcing her to dip and dodge, Rilas made a hard, sudden turn to his right. He streaked directly over the battlefield where columns of smoke were still rising from the siege weapons I’d incinerated. I turned to follow, wondering if he planned to use the black clouds to hide long enough for him to shift into the Pale where Kyriel couldn’t see him.

He did…and it worked. Rilas vanished into nothingness while I pursued, and I roared in frustration as I tried in vain to track him. I looked back at Kyriel, hoping that she could still pursue into the shadow realm and catch up to him. But maddeningly, the Tirzak had performed their duty well. Their flyers would all die in the process, as would most of their warriors on the ground, but their sacrifice had once again allowed their master to escape.

There was nothing left for us to do but aid our flyers and secure victory for our forces on the ground. The battle was effectively over. But the war…

The war would continue.


6
Embers


By any objective measurement, the skirmish at the Crossroads last month had been a far bloodier, far more destructive affair than last night’s slaughter. Thousands of Blue Legionaries had fallen, as had thousands of Windsong soldiers. Elves, humans, wyverns…it had been Lostrien’s largest battle in twenty years.

Yet as I soared over the Sallow Steppes late the next afternoon and looked down at the scorched siege engines, the dead mounts, and the blood-soaked plains in front of our northern outpost, I couldn’t shake the feeling that this was worse. Fewer men may have perished overall, but their deaths had been so utterly pointless. Rilas had sent the last of the Windsong armies on a suicide march, and most of them had found the tip of a spear like he’d wanted.

At last count, only about a third of the attackers had managed to survive and surrender. The rest had either fallen in the battle at the palisade or been killed by Rilas’s Tirzak disciples. When the Windsong officers had tried to call for a retreat, the bugs had unleashed volleys of magic that had destroyed friend and foe alike. In the early hours of the morning after the fighting had stopped, I’d found myself wondering how many other times in Imperial history a dragon had hoped that his own army would be destroyed while taking out an enemy. The sheer barbarity and nihilism was difficult to accept and even harder to comprehend.

My breath didn’t kill them, but they’re dead all the same, I thought darkly as I circled around the remains of our outpost in preparation to land. As astonishing as it was, the majority of the men who had actually been killed by a dragon last night were our soldiers. Rilas’s one successful strafing run had slaughtered hundreds of people, elves and humans alike. I kept reminding myself that it could have been much worse, but in this case the damage was more about who had died than how many.

I landed near the clearing where Kyriel was speaking with surviving officers, including the commander of the leophon knights who was now in charge of all House Akathi forces. Lord Akathi himself had been in the command tent when Rilas had attacked. His corpse was being wrapped up and secured for transport back home.

My stomach twisted. Dying to dragonfire was obviously a terrible fate, but so little of the body remained afterward that it seemed somewhat less horrific. Rilas’s breath had siphoned the life out of its victims, then flash-frozen the gaunt, pale faces in eternal horror. I had seen plenty of death in my life, but few things were more macabre than the stiff, icy corpses we’d unearthed last night.

I shifted from my full golden dragon form back into a Wyrmidon before I approached the princess. Arindur was there too, his left arm wrapped in a heavy bandage. He had been beneath a different barrier during the attack, thankfully, but his wounds were going to need real Vaz Gorati blood magic, not a mere healing poultice.

He looked over at me as I approached. From his body language, I could tell the news was as dire as we’d expected.

“Our riders just returned from the Highlands,” he told me. “They confirmed that the enemy struck several supply caravans from Karthuil last night.”

“Let me guess,” I said. “The Tirzak had drow with them.”

Arindur nodded. “It was difficult to get accurate numbers from the survivors, but it sounds like there were at least three shadow knights with each raiding team. The Legion guards didn’t stand a chance.”

I half expected one of the elven officers to make a snide comment about how humans were no match for drow, but fortunately no one was that stupid. The truth was that few people, save perhaps the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers, were a match for shadow knights—especially when the drow had the element of surprise. I had no idea how many of the dark warriors Rilas had convinced to join his cause, but it almost didn’t matter. Only a dozen of them had participated in the attack here, and that had been enough to cripple our defenses.

“We’ll have to double the size of all caravan escorts from now on,” Arindur added. “But that’s not really the problem. At this point, we’re going to have to abandon the outpost and fall back to Vereska. We can’t support a combined army here without supplies.”

“That’s all he wanted,” Kyriel said, her voice sounding tight and utterly exhausted. Her hands were gripping the war table so tightly her knuckles had turned white. “Without a second army from the north, we’ll have to delay the attack on Oro Sarn.”

“Maybe,” I murmured, unwilling to make that concession quite yet.

Looking up from the map, I turned my gaze on the other officers standing nearby. I dismissed them with a wave of my draconic chin, giving the three of us some privacy.

“We couldn’t stop him,” Kyriel said. “I couldn’t stop him. He led us around like children chasing after a kite.”

“Keeping him flying away prevented him from destroying anything else,” I pointed out. “And it’s not a tactic he can use to defend Oro Sarn. Once we reach the fortress, he’ll have to stand and fight.”

Her jaw tightened. “If we reach the fortress. He’s obviously recovered from the fight in Ust Perya, and with shadow knights to help him, he can attack us anywhere we’re vulnerable.”

Which is why we should march to Oro Sarn whether we have support from the north or not, I thought to myself, but I didn’t vocalize it. Once we returned to Tir Bereth, we’d end up discussing strategy with the Sovereign and her court all night.

The flight back would give all of us time to cool down, which was good. Experience had taught me that it was never wise to make critical tactical decisions right after a battle when emotions were still hot. And frankly, I needed to seriously consider all our options. My draconic abilities had given me immense freedom to go wherever I wanted, but I had also come to appreciate how flying gave me the opportunity to think. There was something uniquely inspiring about the majesty and peace of the sky.

“We’ll begin the withdrawal soon,” Arindur said. “I sent men ahead to begin another camp further north. We’ll have enough provisions to get back to the city, but not much further than that.”

“What if the shadow knights strike again tonight?” Kyriel asked.

“Without an enemy army distracting us, we’ll be in a much better position to defend ourselves. Honestly, they’d be stupid to try that again so soon.”

“They won’t,” I said. “Rilas may be willing to expend his minions on foolish gambits, but he can’t be stupid enough to do the same with his new elite warriors. Besides, he already got what he wanted. We just need to warn everyone else to be ready.”

I looked up at the ranger and his bandaged arm. “Now go and find a real healer before that gets infected.”

Arindur grunted. “It’s not as bad as it looks.”

“It’s bad enough,” I said. “Go on.”

He took the hint, though I didn’t know if that was because his arm hurt or because he realized I wanted a chance to speak with the princess alone. Either way, Kyriel and I were alone a few heartbeats later.

“I wasn’t ready for this,” she said quietly. “I wasn’t ready to face him as a dragon. I would have had an easier time shooting him out the sky with Aveshalare!”

“I doubt that,” I said, stepping closer to her. “Rilas has gained some new powers as well, like this breath. He didn’t just freeze the bodies, he—”

“Drained them,” Kyriel finished. “Palefrost. I don’t know what else to call it.”

I grimaced. Dragonbreath was dangerous enough without shadow magic making it even more horrific.

“He seemed quicker than before, too,” I said grimly. “He must have been learning from that drow shadow crystal while he was licking his wounds.”

The princess looked up at me. “But you were able to defend yourself from his magic. You couldn’t do that before.”

“Those drow tomes paid off,” I replied. “I’ll have to thank the scribes again when I get back to the palace. This way, we can finally confront him together.”

“Assuming he doesn’t lead us around on nother pointless chase,” Kyriel replied bitterly.

“Once we reach Oro Sarn, he’ll have nowhere to run.”

I paused for a moment, wishing there was something I could say to make her feel better. But the truth was that Rilas had scored a small victory here, and the only cure for failure was success. Next time, he wouldn’t get so lucky.

I let my gaze drift across the camp, and through the maze of people and equipment, I spotted the corpse of the lone shadow knight our forces had defeated in the battle. I touched Kyriel’s arm so that she’d follow me, then headed over to the body.

Earlier, Arindur had told me that the drow soldier had taken a beating, though you never would have known that by looking at the body. His black adamantine armor had barely been scratched. And since shadow knights were sorcerers, even magic couldn’t easily take them down. The only reason this one had fallen was because someone had managed to dislodge his helmet, and Arindur had fired an arrow into the knight’s neck before he could recover or slip away.

“I imagine they usually make a great effort to take the bodies of their comrades with them,” I commented. “Not out of loyalty, but because this armor is so damn valuable.”

Kyriel continued staring at the corpse in silence, a myriad of competing emotions playing across her delicate elven features.

“I remember my father speaking about them once when I was a child,” she added quietly. “He called them Blade Dancers without tattoos or scruples. One of the other palace trainers said that shadow knights were nothing more than assassins with a different name. Either way, they’re supposed to be as skilled as any Aetherblade or Wyrmguard, just with shadow magic instead of arcane magic.”

I crouched beside her. “It seems like every noble house in Ust Perya has its own shadow knights, probably to defend against incursions from their rivals as much as anything else. The only defense against this power is to have it yourself.”

“I have that power, and it still wasn’t enough. Rilas used them because he knew I couldn’t chase him and defend the camp at the same time.”

“He used them because he had them at his disposal, not because of anything you did,” I said. “We all wondered what would come of Sulestra’s loyalists once she was defeated. Well, now we know.”

Her jaw tightened. “Why would the drow possibly want to help Rilas? It’s not like he’s one of them.”

“Hard to say for certain, but drow males—even elite ones—aren’t exactly treated well by their own people. With Sulestra gone, maybe Rilas offered them something. Regardless, it’s more important for me to speak with Nirivi than ever. Maybe there’s something she can do to help us.”

“Like what? There’s no way she’ll be able to spare us an army.”

“Not an army, no, but House Ulyr still has some shadow knights.”

Kyriel’s brow creased. “Shadow knights who served under a captain who betrayed Daerulis, right?”

“The fact that some of them didn’t go along with it must mean they had more loyalty to the house than their own ambition.” I shrugged. “I don’t know, but at the very least they presumably know how the traitor captain thinks and what he and his men are capable of. Maybe we could use that against them, or maybe I can convince her to spare a couple to help defend important caravans.”

“You’d have a difficult time convincing anyone to trust drow guards,” she pointed out. “And that was before what happened here.”

“Probably, but it sure would have been nice to have some of them in the command tent when their friends showed up.” I pressed my lips into a tight line. “There’s nothing stopping Rilas from doing this while the army is marching to Oro Sarn. His men could sneak into the tents of our sorcerers and take them out. Or anyone else, for that matter.”

Kyriel’s eyes went distant. In theory, her own Palewalking abilities would allow her to do the same thing to Rilas’s army, though it wouldn’t be nearly as effective. We had no idea how many of the Tirzak had been empowered as Rilas’s disciples, and for all we knew it was a trivial task for him to replace them. Our forces just weren’t the same in structure or function.

“Once he kidnapped me, we knew we had to deploy the wardstones in the palace,” she said after a moment. “That might be the only solution here as well.”

“Except there aren’t very many of them,” I pointed out. “Protecting an army camp would take all of them, and there’d probably still be some gaps.”

“I know, but it’s the best chance we have. The only way to truly stop him is to put him on the defensive, and to do that we have to attack Oro Sarn. Getting the army into position has to be our first and only priority.”

I studied her profile, glad that she’d come to the same conclusion that I had. That would make it easier when we returned to the Sovereign’s court.

“Do you really think that your mother will agree to that plan?” I asked. “It would mean leaving everything in Tir Bereth vulnerable.”

“As long as Rilas is out there, Tir Bereth is already vulnerable,” Kyriel said. “We have to take the fight to him, and we’re going to need the wardstones to do it.”

I nodded grimly. “Then I suppose it’s time to get back…and try to convince everyone that it’s now or never.”
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Kyriel and I arrived back in Tir Bereth shortly after nightfall. The flight was long but peaceful, at least once we left the Steppes. As long as we were there, I kept looking out for signs of movement from the south, but I had a feeling that Rilas wasn’t going to bother with any more large-scale attacks, not when he had demonstrated how effective his new friends could be with precision strikes. I didn’t know what his grand strategy could be at this point, but perhaps he was simply hoping he could outlast us. If so, he was going to be disappointed. He may have won a small victory, but the war was far from over. And knowing Sovereign Alessara, this setback would only make her more determined to press our advantage while we could.

My rider stayed quiet for most of the journey, presumably lost in her thoughts. Kyriel was still taking our losses personally, even though there was no realistic way she could have been more prepared for our skirmish with Rilas. She had been practicing with her dragon form literally every day since her initial transformation, but Rilas had mastered his blood quite a while ago. He had an immense advantage in experience over both of us, not to mention hordes of disposable followers. We had been fighting an uphill battle; we just hadn’t known it at the time.

The moment I set us down atop the palace aviary, a Wyrmguard Captain informed me that Alessara was expecting me in her war room. I transformed back into a human and set off right away, Kyriel still at my side.

The meeting of the Sovereign’s Court had been going on for some time before we arrived. Dragon Father Malion was there, as was Legate Morovir and General Laeryl. Two house lords, Lady Featherfall of the Andolus Drylands and Lord Hallowmist of the Western Span, were also in attendance.

“Lord Farric and Princess Kyriel,” one of the guards announced our arrival, then quickly departed and shut the door behind us.

Alessara was sitting cross-legged on her high chair in front of the wartable, with Malion right beside her. The others were festooned around the table, all looking concerned to one extent or another.

“Thank the Goddess that you’ve returned,” Alessara said, sounding relieved but remaining seated to project an aura of authority. As usual, her blue-scaled dress shimmered elegantly in the bright light of the glowstones on the wall.

“We’ve been discussing the initial reports,” Dragon Father Malion added. “Has anything changed since this morning?”

“No,” Kyriel told him as she shook her head and moved to her mother’s side. “Our forces are falling back to Vereska.”

With her bow and leather armor, she looked more like a ranger captain reporting for duty than the Dragon Princess. I recalled the moment when we had first returned from the Garothi Peaks and she had thrown a severed Tirzak head onto the floor for everyone to see. It seemed like a year had passed since then.

“Falling back,” Lord Hallowmist said, his long face creasing so thoroughly he looked like a middle-aged human. “How could this happen? We were told that Lord Farric and Princess Kyriel could defend us from this beast, and yet they have suffered a tremendous defeat.”

“We weren’t defeated,” I told him. “We destroyed or captured most of the attacking army.”

“The army the White Wyrm wanted you to destroy,” Lady Featherfall put in, her narrow face scrunched in annoyance. “Lord Akathi is dead, as are many of the leophon knights and over a dozen sorcerers. Do you consider this a victory, Lord Farric?”

I paused in front of the war table, suddenly wishing that I had chosen to attend in my Wyrmidon form rather than my human one. I hadn’t expected that we would immediately be put on the defensive.

“No,” I said. “I consider it a stalemate.”

“A stalemate?” Hallowmist stammered. “Are you serious?”

“Yes. Our losses were higher than expected, but only because—”

“Higher than expected?” Featherfall cut in. Her dark eyes flashed as if she had been waiting for an opportunity to criticize the dustborn dragon. Maybe she had been. “Lord Akathi is dead, and you have the audacity to call this a stalemate?”

“It was a stalemate,” I replied, my patience rapidly thinning. “Rilas inflicted more damage than we expected, but only because he was forced to employ his new allies against us. As dangerous as the shadow knights are, it’s better that we learned about them now than during the siege on Oro Sarn. This way, we still have time to adapt and prepare.”

“I agree,” the Dragon Father put in. “If he had saved this surprise until later, it might have been even more effective. This was an act of desperation to slow down our advance, not win the war outright.”

“That’s it?” Featherfall said, glaring at him now. “That’s all you have to say about the loss of Lord Akathi?”

“There’s nothing else to say. We’ve all heard the reports. We know exactly what happened and how much worse it could have been.”

“Worse? How can you—?”

“Enough,” Sovereign Alessara said, her voice cold, forceful, and final. “We’re here to discuss the current military situation and make preparations for the future. If you aren’t interested in that conversation, you are free to leave.”

The two nobles looked at one another, and I had the distinct impression that we had walked in on a conversation which had been going on for quite some time. Featherfall and Hallowmist’s armies had only arrived a few days ago, so their men hadn’t even faced battle yet. Despite that, the two of them had accosted me like they had just suffered great losses.

They’re already playing for the future, I thought darkly. Trying to maneuver themselves into a better position for when the war came to an end.

As disgusted as I’d frequently been with politics in Ust Perya, Nirivi had told me on several occasions that once you cut through all the bullshit customs and pleasantries, they weren’t all that different from the surface. She was probably more right than anyone wanted to admit.

“We’ve read the reports about our losses, but the two of you have seen the northern army firsthand,” Alessara said, turning back to us. “How quickly can they recover and join the attack on Oro Sarn?”

“From what the officers have told us, we don’t believe they can recover,” I said. “At least, not in the near future. The enemy attacks on our supply lines from the Highlands will make it difficult to properly provision our men or our mounts.”

“The drow-led attacks on our supply lines,” Lady Featherfall added. “Her Majesty promised us that they would no longer be a threat. In fact, it was the entire reason we are supposed to tolerate the union of a dragon and a drow murderess. If this is no longer the case, I assume that Lord Farric no longer plans to dilute his blood with a filthy mithrauko?”

I didn’t know what the slur meant in old Avetharri, and I didn’t particularly care. My dragon blood ignited the moment it left her lips, and my flesh transformed back into golden scales as I took a menacing step toward her. Featherfall’s eyes flashed again—not with opportunism, but fear.

“I will marry and breed any females I desire,” I thundered. “Those are the laws of your Empire, are they not?”

“They are,” Sovereign Alessara said, her voice calm despite the sudden spike of tension in the room. “I can’t imagine that Estaya meant to suggest otherwise.”

“I…I did not,” Featherfall agreed hastily as she looked up at me. The way her long white hair framed her thin face made her seem even smaller when I was looming over her. “I only meant to suggest that—”

“Since you seem to be struggling with words today,” Alessara cut in, “I suggest you stop using them and listen instead.”

It took a moment, but Featherfall finally nodded and stayed silent. From the way that Lord Hallowmist was looking at her, I couldn’t decide if he was annoyed on her behalf or amused that she had provoked my ire. Probably the latter; I remembered Kyriel mentioning that they didn’t particularly like each other.

It was only then that I realized the princess had stepped up right behind me. She had been uncharacteristically reserved so far, possibly because she still blamed herself for Rilas’s success, but the audacity of the nobles had eventually gotten to her as well.

“You were saying, Lord Farric?” Alessara prompted.

I drew in a breath to calm myself, but I stayed in Wyrmidon form. “Provisioning will be difficult after the attacks,” I said. “The leophons and wyverns will already have to spend part of each day flying back to Vereska for good. At best, we won’t be able to properly support a northern offensive for ten days at an absolute minimum.”

“Ten days might as well be six months,” Malion grumbled. “By then Rilas will have wrought havoc somewhere else.”

“I agree,” Kyriel put in, visibly shaking off her own demons. “We’ve spent the last week hoping that he was too wounded or distracted to attack us, but that’s obviously not the case. He won’t give us a reprieve. With his powers, time is a lethal asset. We can’t defend everywhere at once—we have to put him on the defensive, and that means we must attack. Soon.”

The others in the room with us all stirred. The Sovereign gestured to her other military advisors, Laeryl and Morovir, both of whom had remained silent during the spat with the vassals. They probably didn’t want to get involved with fiefdom politics any more than I did.

“Legate?” the Sovereign prompted.

“Our forces at Tella Lanthir can be at Oro Sarn in four days, three if push them,” Morovir said. “But without the northern army, the fortress will be more difficult to seize.”

Malion tapped the map on the war table. “We can still call in their leophons and wyverns, especially if we bring more food and supplies with our forces. With them and three dragons, there’s little the white whelp can do.”

“We don’t want to underestimate the Tirzak,” General Laeryl put in. “They had a lot of channelers at the Crossroads, and they coordinated well with their hunters and warriors.”

“They can coordinate as well as they like,” Alessara said, her posture stiffening. “Their channelers can’t protect them against three dragons. My daughter is right—we need to attack before he does. I want our men on the road to Tella Lanthir first thing in the morning.”

I stirred in place, an anxious knot twisting in my stomach. I’d had plenty of time to think about strategy during the flight, and I still had quite a few concerns. Expressing the strategy that Kyriel and I had debated might not make me popular, however…

“How are they going to get there safely?”

Everyone turned to face me.

Featherfall and Hallowmist both looked curious; they were probably hoping that I’d say something stupid and embarrass myself. Fortunately, everyone else in the room knew me well enough by now that they were willing to wait for me to elaborate before jumping to conclusions.

“As Princess Kyriel said, it’s not only Rilas we have to worry about anymore,” I said. “His shadow knights might not be able to travel as far through the Pale as he can, but they were still able to catch us with our trousers around our ankles. We should be worried about them hitting our supply lines and potentially other valuable targets across the province, but there’s also nothing stopping them from attacking our forces on the road.”

“They can strike almost anywhere,” Kyriel agreed, speaking mostly to her parents. “Rilas has a power the Empire has tried to ban for thousands of years. If we’re going to put him down for good, we’re going to have to make certain sacrifices.”

Both of Alessara’s golden eyebrows lifted. “What kind of sacrifices?”

“There’s only one option,” I said. “We’re going to have to bring some of the wardstones with us.”

“The wardstones?” Lord Hallowmist blurted out. “Are you mad? We don’t have enough to protect Tir Bereth as it is.”

“We have to protect our army, particularly our sorcerers,” Kyriel told him. “The wardstones, carefully positioned, will do just that.”

She slowly panned her gaze across the room, meeting everyone’s eyes in turn. I wondered if her mother had taught her that trick or if she had learned it on her own. She was good at it regardless, and she’d put it to extensive use when Alessara had been incapacitated.

“Besides,” she added, “if Rilas wants to waste his time attacking an empty palace while we sack his fortress, we should consider ourselves lucky.”

“The palace is never empty,” General Laeryl put in, sounding exactly as irritated by the suggestion as she looked. “Nor is Gûl Norigaad or any of a dozen other places he could destroy. We’d be leaving many people and countless priceless relics vulnerable to attack!”

“But the army would be safe,” Dragon Father Malion said grimly. “Defeating the white whelp is the only way to end this war, and the only way to do that is to get our forces into position safely. Princess Kyriel and Lord Farric are right—we’ll have to deploy the wardstones on the field.”

Lady Featherfall turned and glared at the Sovereign. “Your Majesty, we can’t—”

“We will use the wardstones to support our offensive,” Alessara interrupted in a calm but cold tone that stifled further debate. “We’ll determine what else we can and cannot spare later.”

I could feel the worried ripple across the room, and it would only intensify when the rest of the court heard about it. In this one case, the magisters and the nobles might actually agree about something. No one would want to leave their people or belongings defenseless.

“Hopefully we’ll be able to acquire additional aid,” the Sovereign added, turning to me. “Lord Farric, did you have something else on your mind?”

I blinked in surprise. She was right—I did have something else to say, but so far I’d been keeping it to myself. She must have read the truth from my face. It was another stark reminder that I was surrounded by a bunch of elves with more political experience than any human could garner in a lifetime…

“I do, Your Majesty,” I said. “I am hopeful that I can acquire another weapon against the shadow knights.”

“Another weapon?” Hallowmist asked. “More wardstones?”

“No. More shadow knights.”

The response sent a brief but intense ripple of confusion through the room. Only the Sovereign and her consort kept their composure.

“As was mentioned earlier, I will be meeting with the new Matron Mother of House Ulyr soon,” I said, resisting the urge to glare at Lady Featherfall. “I don’t know precisely what help Ulyr will be able to provide, but I will do my best to get whatever I can. Soldiers, weapons, information, maybe a tunnel through the mountains…anything could prove useful.”

“I can’t believe it’s come to this,” General Laeryl said, her lip twisting. “Are we seriously going to rely on the drow?”

“I’m not suggesting we rely on anyone,” I corrected pointedly. “Only that we explore all available options. House Ulyr and House Farric will soon be bound in blood. This could be the first step toward—”

“House Farric doesn’t exist,” Lord Hallowmist cut in. “A noble family is more than a crest on a banner. And besides, House Ulyr has never been trustworthy. We shouldn’t waste our time with this!”

“Once again, I will remind the members of this court that Lord Farric is a dragon,” Alessara said, her voice turning downright wintery. “He has every right to breed any unmarried women he desires, and through them he will start his own house.”

She let the words linger for a moment, then looked back at me. “Besides, he is correct yet again. We do not need to rely on aid from House Ulyr, but any assistance they can provide will be welcome.”

Neither of the nobles replied, but it didn’t take an expert in court politics to see the doubt and frustration on their faces. Frankly, Laeryl and Morovir didn’t look much more enthused. They all hated the drow, and it wasn’t as most of them trusted me, the dustborn soldier who had ascended to power in the blink of an eye.

Ultimately, that’s what this was mostly about. Outside of Kyriel’s family, the powers of Lostrien hadn’t truly accepted me yet. The fact that I was a dragon was undeniable, and the Imperial religion compelled them to treat me as a Wyrm Lord, not a dustborn soldier. But change was difficult, especially for elves, and the harsh truth of the matter was that much of my rapid “acceptance” was born of political and military necessity. And once that necessity was gone…

Well, things were going to change quickly, and we all knew it. We all just needed to pretend otherwise long enough to win this war.

The thought left me sour for the rest of the meeting, but thankfully I had already said everything I needed. The rest of the proceedings wrapped up quickly, and it wasn’t long before I found myself in the corridor on the way back to my chambers. But to my surprise, I was intercepted by Kyriel’s father before I could make it very far.

“Lord Farric,” he greeted.

“Dragon Father,” I replied. “Something else you wished to discuss?”

“Yes, there is.”

Malion cast a stern gaze around the corridor that sent the nearby servants—and even the Wyrmguard soldiers—backing away.

“Do you really believe that you’ll be able to convince Ulyr to help?” he asked, his voice low.

“The issue will be whether or not the Matron Mother has any help to give,” I said. “Frankly, at this point I’m just hopeful that she’s still alive.”

He nodded, his perpetually grim features difficult to read. “You mentioned that the drow might have another way through the Doriath Mountains and into Oro Sarn.”

“I don’t know of one, but the drow might. Nirivi told me that Ust Perya used to be connected to every fiefdom in Lostrien.”

“It was once, but not for many centuries. Any tunnels that do exist have likely collapsed. And even if they were sealed, reopening them would take a great deal of time that we don’t have.”

My brow furrowed suspiciously. I didn’t understand why Malion would intercept me in the corridors only to tell me why my idea was terrible. He must have been up to something…

“There may be another similar option,” the Dragon Father said after a moment. “I mentioned before that Oro Sarn was one of the first Imperial outposts in Lostrien. It wasn’t originally a fortress, and the dungeon that Haberian helped me escape from wasn’t a prison.”

Ah, of course, I thought, annoyed I hadn’t considered this before.

“You think we could send some troops into the mountain to enter the fortress the same way you escaped,” I reasoned.

“I believe we should consider the option,” Malion said. “The white whelp will have sealed it up by now, and I’ve no doubt that he’ll have someone watching it. But the climb is perilous, narrow, and highly exposed, so he knows we won’t be able to send a large force. He would be a fool to waste more than a few sentries guarding it.”

I scratched my chin in thought. Sovereign Alessara had given her consort all the authority he needed to organize a special attack like this on his own, so the fact that he was talking to me about it implied that he wanted my opinion on the matter before he made up his mind. I was amused and honored at how quickly our relationship had evolved. Malion, unlike Featherfall and Hallowmist and the others, had actually come to respect me, and not just because I could grow scales.

“Kyriel could slip through whatever barricades he’s used to seal the tunnel,” I said. “So could a group of shadow knights.”

“If the Matron Mother is willing to spare them, we could definitely put them to use,” the Dragon Father agreed. “But the attack on Oro Sarn won’t be like any siege in the past few millenia. The fortress won’t be filled with advisors and underlings for us to strike at. From everything we’d heard, the Tirzak aren’t dwelling inside the walls.”

I frowned. “Then what could an infiltration team accomplish?”

“They could get the surviving Windsongs out before Rilas can slaughter them…or try to leverage them as hostages.” His jaw twitched. “One of his daughters is a Lethowyn, another is an Olandris. The Windsongs gained considerable status when they helped us defeat House Bastrel the first time.”

“Right,” I said, studying his features. From my understanding of Imperial law, Haberian Windsong turning against his Sovereign had made his entire house and bloodline forfeit, so I was surprised to hear that the Dragon Father was concerned about his children and grandchildren.

Surprised…but relieved. There was going to be enough bloodshed before this war was over without stringing up a bunch of nobles who didn’t have anything to do with Haberian’s betrayal. I imagined there were also political considerations at play; it might be easier to hold the allegiance of the Great Houses if we were able to rescue their kin.

“I’ll do what I can to get some knights, but I can’t promise anything,” I said. “Ust Perya is an unpredictable place.”

“So is Lostrien. We’ve simply learned to hide it better.”

Malion smiled thinly. I grinned back, though only for a moment.

“I wish we could offer the Matron Mother more assurances about our aid after the war,” the Dragon Father added softly. “But the truth is that there are many questions which will need to be answered, and none of us knows where all the pieces will fall. All we can do now is try to finish this war as quickly as possible. I hope that she understands that necessity as much as we do.”

“I’m sure she does, but I’ll be certain to reiterate the point while I’m in Ust Perya.”

“Good.” He cast his gaze down the long, empty cerulean corridor. “Whatever else he’s done, Rilas Bastrel has opened some very old wounds—wounds we were naive to believe had ever healed. It will be difficult for my people to accept, but our separation from the drow is one of them. Ulyr was a useful ally once, a very long time ago. I hope they can be so again.”

“So do I,” I said, and meant it. “Very much.”


Interlude
Rilas


The swarm was content.

It was a rare experience of late, especially after the loss of so many warriors on the hills outside Tari Hyare a week and a half ago. While the clutch mothers had never openly defied him, Rilas sensed their growing discontent nonetheless. They had begun to doubt his power and his ability to protect them. After all, he was supposed to be their Dragon God, the elf raised by the swarm destined to lead them to victory over the Empire which had claimed their ancestral home.

Yesterday’s battle in the Steppes hadn’t been a decisive victory—far from it, in fact. But the bulk of the dying had been done by humans and elves, not Tirzak, and the swarm understood that they had dealt their enemy a blow. Sometimes, even a small victory was all it took to restore morale.

“The raid on the bridge caravan south of Anon Falir was successful,” the deep male voice said from the darkness of the vast cavern. If Vereska’s food stores are as low as you believe, the highborn won’t be able to support an advance for weeks.”

“Excellent. Yet again, your men impress me, Captain.”

Withdrawing his mind from the constant buzz of his swarm, Rilas opened his eyes. Jhael and two of his shadow knights were standing a dozen yards away across the vast dragon sanctuary beneath Oro Sarn. They had returned to report their initial successes several hours ago, but they had been waiting for word from the last group of raiders.

Not that Rilas had needed their firsthand accounting of the skirmishes. Small groups of his Tirzak had accompanied the shadow knights on their raids, each with at least two disciples who could report back to him instantly thanks to the tethers of the Godsoul connecting them. He still appreciated Jhael’s thoroughness nonetheless, and the drow had offered a far more detailed and nuanced perspective of events than the mantis men.

Of course, he had seen the most interesting and important part of the battle himself—namely, the Dragon Princess in her glorious silver-blue dragon form. She was magnificent beyond words, and he couldn’t wait for the opportunity to show her how to properly harness and control her blood. She was clearly still a novice, more of a drake than a true wyrm.

The human was a different story. He was proving to be a far greater problem than Rilas had anticipated. The fact that he had discovered a way to protect himself from shadow magic defied belief. How could a dustborn acquire knowledge beyond the magisters in Gûl Norigaad?

Still, it was a temporary nuisance. The human would prove every bit as vulnerable to his secret weapon as the Sovereign and her Avetharri sorcerers.

“Harassing their supply lines won’t stop them forever,” Jhael said. “The next round will have more guards and be ready for an ambush. We’ll need to send more knights and Tirzak, which will make it easier for the enemy to track our movements.”

Rilas stretched out his wings. Communing with his disciples always left his body stiff.

“We won’t need to strike their supplies again,” he said. “Let them waste resources guarding them. If the Sovereign delays her attack, we’ll strike more valuable targets. Linaeva would be an excellent choice. It’s close enough to Tir Bereth that House Lethowyn probably feels reasonably safe. If we cause enough damage, they might insist on getting a wardstone for themselves, which will cause the other lords to ask the same.”

Jhael stirred in place. “I was under the impression that the Avetharri do not have many to spare.”

“They do not, which will breed resentment.” Rilas paused, then flicked a huge white claw. “But there is little point in dwelling on it. Sovereign Alessara won’t wait to attack.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s not who she is. Alessara is a warrior, and warriors want to attack their enemies, not wait around hoping their defenses will hold. She will send everything she has as soon as possible.”

One of the other knights said something in the drow tongue, and Jhael responded in kind. Rilas considered demanding they only speak the Imperial language in his presence, but he forced himself to be patient. Their continued competence had earned his grace.

“We cannot defeat three dragons,” Jhael said. “Not without these new allies of yours.”

“Indeed. And that is why you and I are going to summon them.”

The knight’s gray brow furrowed slightly. His men’s faces, concealed behind their helmets, were impossible to read. At some point, Rilas was going to have to demand they remove their visors in his presence.

He had been keeping them here in his sanctuary ever since they had agreed to join him. The cavern wasn’t exactly the lap of luxury, but they were drow. The dank darkness was their preferred home.

Soon, he would need to move them into the palace. The Windsong guards who had initially agreed to join him might soon rethink their loyalties, and Rilas had no patience for rebellion, no matter how futile and petty. The trouble was that he had promised the Windsong women to Jhael and his men, but he wanted to keep them apart a bit longer. Putting Tirzak in the hen house would end in blood; putting drow in there might end in screams of despair. Haberian’s daughters might still prove useful as leverage once the Sovereign’s army was defeated and the vassal lords had no choice but to accept his rule.

Rilas raised himself up on his haunches and glanced off into the darkness of the cavern. “We depart tomorrow. The journey will take us deep beneath the mountains…even deeper than your people are accustomed to.”

“What is down there?” Jhael asked.

“Precisely what we need,” Rilas said, a wide smile stretching across his draconic maw. “Vengeance.”
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Alessara

The full moon shone down over Tir Bereth, casting its distant buildings in an ethereal aura of pearly light. The home of House Valostri was far from the largest capital in Varellon; it was actually the smallest among the northwestern provinces. In another few decades, some of the fiefdom capitals like Armanis might even have a larger population.

But size was one thing, and beauty was another. Alessara had visited many of the other provincial capitals in her youth, including Tel Kithas in Abethaal and Tir Fallas in Falinor. And while they all possessed their own unique charms, she wouldn’t have traded her home for any of them. Tir Bereth was old and venerable. One could feel the history within the very stoned themselves.

A history that her ancestors had built. A history that, until recently, she had feared would fall into ruin under her watch.

“Goddess, it’s beautiful,” Alessara whispered. The cool summer air pierced her illusory clothing and caressed her bare skin. “I never thought I’d see it from this perspective again.”

“It’s easy to take it for granted,” Malion agreed, his strong arms pulling her body more tightly against him. “Like so many other things.”

She smiled and squeezed the back of his hand. Complacency was the curse of longevity, her mother had once said, though Alessara hadn’t appreciated the sentiment until recently. Her people had always seen the dustborn races as inferior, largely because they were so short-lived. She had shared that opinion of them for most of her life. What could any people possibly accomplish when they were doomed to wither away in just a few short decades? Highborn artisans trained for longer than humans lived. Their bodies and minds rotted so quickly that some Avetharri never bothered to learn the names of their servants.

Fortunately, Alessara had realized the foolishness of her people’s ways decades ago, otherwise she never would have enacted the Dustborn Decree. But she hadn’t fully understood the value of their time-shortened perspective until recently, when her dragon blood had once again been allowed to flow freely. Suddenly, nothing seemed permanent. Whereas once she’d only been concerned with weeks or months, now individual moments seemed to matter.

Moments like this one, spent alone with the man she cared for so much that her love for him had somehow been twisted into hate.

“Of course, we could have always flown a wyvern up here instead,” Malion pointed out, a rakish smile on his lips. “Dragons aren’t the only ones who can fly.”

“It wouldn’t have been the same,” Alessara said. “Borrowing the sky is one thing; owning it is another.”

She cast her gaze over the seemingly endless expanse of the Mistvale Mountains behind them. Avolara’s Peak, named after one of her distant ancestors, had always been one of Alessara’s favorite locations in the entire province. The narrow plateau was west of Tari Barad and south of the Wyrmshade Forest. In daylight, one could see for dozens of miles across the Andolus Plains as well as her own fiefdom. At night, everything became a blanket of darkness except for the glittering lights of Tir Bereth.

“But it isn’t right for a dragon to feel hunted,” Alessara added, her voice low. “He’s out there right now, the son of the man who tried to destroy everything my family’s built. We shouldn’t stay out here long.”

“I doubt the White Whelp is flying around looking for you out here,” Malion said. “Perhaps we’ll get lucky and his new drow friends will stab him in the back for us. It is what they’re best at.”

“It would be a fitting end for a family of traitors, but fate is never that generous.”

Alessara allowed the silence to linger for a moment, and she let herself enjoy the heat of her consort’s strong hand around her waist. It really was liberating to have flown up here under her own power. She couldn’t wait to soar high in the sky over her army again. The people deserved to see their Dragon Sovereign as much as their Dragon Princess.

But here in the darkness, staring out at her home, Alessara’s thoughts shifted farther into the future. One way or another, the second Bastrel rebellion would be over soon, and a great many decisions would need to be made in the aftermath.

And an even greater number of questions would need to be answered.

“A Godsoul fragment has empowered the last scion of a dead house, and the Council of Wyrms still hasn’t seen fit to respond to my missives,” Alessara said. “At the very least, my mother should have contacted me by now. I don’t understand. It’s like they all just disappeared.”

“Something is wrong,” Malion agreed. “Something has been wrong for years now. When the trouble started in the south, I expected the Elder Dragons to intervene and resolve the vatari shortage themselves, but none of them have so much as lifted a claw.”

“We have to get answers. It’s going to be my first priority when this is over. I’ll fly all the way to Lomir Drakath myself if I have to.” She took a deep breath, then turned back and looked up at his face. “You should come with me. There’s still one Starmantle left on the Council.”

“I go anywhere you want, you know that.” He looked deep into her eyes, then smiled. “As long as we stop in Tir Fallas for some of their winter wine, that is. The ninety-five eighty-fours should be perfect by now.”

Alessara laughed. It felt good. Right. Like putting on comfortable clothing…or returning to the arms of an old lover.

She allowed herself to enjoy the moment in silence, and she found herself wishing that she were a young Dragon Princess again with no pressing responsibilities. She would have happily stayed up here with Malion for days doing nothing but making love beneath the sun and the moon. It pained her to think how Kyriel had never experienced that simple joy. Her adult life had been so appallingly busy. She deserved a month away to enjoy the tender and not-so-tender ministrations of her consort. She might not even have that chance after the war, since his seed would be in such high demand…

“It will be difficult for us to get away,” she said. “The members of the court will demand restitution for my deceit.”

Malion snorted. “They can make all the demands they want. You are still Sovereign, and the only other dragons in Lostrien are loyal to you, not them.”

“I know that. But I’ve started to wonder if a little change might benefit everyone in the end. It’s something our people struggle with, but we need to learn to embrace it if the Empire is going to survive.”

“What are you talking about?”

Alessara sighed. She wanted to tell him about her plans for after the war, but this wasn’t the right moment. For one, she didn’t want to waste this pleasant night arguing. They had already done enough of that for two lifetimes.

And for two…well, the truth was that she hadn’t made up her mind yet. There was no point in starting a controversy over something that might not even happen.

“Just idle thoughts,” she said into the pause. “But we can’t afford to let worries about the future take us away from the war.”

Her consort looked down at her, a thin crease on his forehead. She didn’t often see Kyriel’s face when she looked at him, since their daughter’s features were almost exactly copies of her own. But there were rare moments like this one when Malion’s expression could have just as easily belonged to the Dragon Princess.

“You still believe there’s a way we can save the Windsong women?” Alessara asked.

“I hope so,” Malion said. “I mentioned it to Lord Farric. We need to work out the details.”

“Good. Because I believe there’s a way I can help make it easier.”

Both of his white eyebrows lifted. “What do you have in mind?”

“I just want to do what I do best,” Alessara said, smiling and casting her gaze east toward the distant fortress-city of Oro Sarn. “Unleash the Storm’s Fury.”


7
Matron of the Dark


The next morning, after seemingly countless delays, I finally intended to return to Ust Perya.

Vin came with me, naturally, though she was predictably unenthused by the prospect. For one, she loathed the Underworld and everything that lived within it; for two, she’d only had a couple of days to enjoy parading around Tir Bereth as First Wife. I imagined that in her perfect world, she would have had at least a year to strut around with my brand, enough for both her and Kyriel to get pregnant, give birth, and prove to everyone that they were the most important women in Lostrien.

But fate wasn’t interested in humoring her fantasies, and the truth was that the sooner I branded Nirivi, the better. I hoped that it would give her power in Ust Perya, but I knew it would give her power here on the surface. Once a dragon had staked a claim on her womb, the Sovereign’s Court wouldn’t be able to treat her as an enemy. In principle, it was the same basic strategy as branding Vinarys before the Mother Superior could oppose her ascension. If my short time among the Avetharri nobility had taught me anything, it was that laws and traditions could be useful tools as long as you figured out how to leverage them before your opponents did.

Despite her lack of enthusiasm, Vin still had everything prepared for our journey that morning. Ink, ritual scrolls, the branding mold…she also brought along a collar and some manacles, though I doubted she was going to need them. Bondage gear was one thing the drow were all too happy to provide for their guests.

My First Wife had also changed her outfit in preparation for the journey. While she was still wearing traditional Vaz Gorati red, she had traded her robe for a cropped blouse and long skirt combination that exposed every inch of flesh on her branded stomach. The knee-high boots she wore beneath had the same preposterously high heels as the ones she’d worn at the branding ceremony, and while I appreciated the way they lifted her ass and made her hips sway when she walked, I was a little worried about the fact she felt such a strong need to compete with Nirivi.

Having been thrown into this life without any chance to prepare, I wasn’t sure how dragons were expected to spread attention across their harem. But I had managed it well enough so far with Kyriel, Vin, and Lia, and I was confident I could keep Nirivi entertained as well. Life was full of challenges, and I struggled to imagine one more pleasant than having too many elf maidens and too little time to breed them all.

Early that morning, Vin and I set off for the secret Underworld entrance at Peltharen’s Point north of the Wyrmshade Forest. Nirivi had informed me that she would keep two sentries near the entrance, and they emerged from cover to greet us when we arrived. I took the fact that they hadn’t abandoned their post—or been killed—as a sign that Nirivi was still in nominal control of the city. The sentries had little news to share, which I also took as good news. Slow and boring was the best-case scenario when it came to Ust Perya.

The journey itself was as long and laborious as normal, but at least nothing actively tried to kill us. I stayed in Wyrmidon form the entire trip, and I maintained a shimmering suit of Aetheric armor over Vin in case something tried to eat us. I also kept an eye on our sentries, fearing that there was a small chance they could have been working for Rilas or Sulestra or someone else in Ust Perya who wanted us dead. For a while, I feared that they might have even been shadow knights in disguise.

But thankfully, my paranoia was misplaced. The two males were quite helpful in navigating the labyrinthian caverns and tunnels, and by early afternoon we entered the vast chasm that housed the actual city. Ust Perya remained darkly beautiful from a distance with its amethyst spires cast in dim light from the luminescent flora. All the visible buildings encrusted in the huge stalactites seemed intact, including the manor houses. Hopefully that meant a new civil war hadn’t broken out just yet…

“Well, it’s not on fire,” I commented to Vin as we crossed the huge chasm. “I’d say that’s a good sign.”

“Are you sure?” Vin asked. “If it burned down, Nirivi could move to the surface. We’d never have to come back.”

I smiled despite myself, then belatedly hoped that the sentries wouldn’t take offense. Probably not, considering the indignities that drow males had to put up with on a regular basis.

“It won’t be that bad,” I said. “I’ll transform and fly us to the Ulyr estate.”

Vin’s expression tightened unexpectedly, and she came to an abrupt halt. “No.”

“No?” I asked, pausing in front of her. “You don’t want to fly?

“I’d happily ride you anywhere, darling, you know that. But in this case…” She glanced at the sentries, who had paused a few yards ahead to wait for us to follow. “I imagine your mistress has an honor guard awaiting us inside the gate?”

“The Matron Mother will summon one now that the rith’tar have seen us,” one of the males said in a thick drow accent.

“That’s what I thought,” Vin muttered, then lowered her voice again to speak to me. “Entering through the main gate will allow her people to escort us, which is for the best.”

I glanced back at the city. “To make a scene.”

“Exactly. Entering slowly and dramatically will create the appearance of an arriving dignitary. It will seem structured and planned, which in turn will help Nirivi project an aura of stability and leadership.”

“Sounds like something Kyriel would say,” I replied with a faint smile. “Or Lia, for that matter.

“Dragon Princesses and Imperial concubines both understand the importance of maintaining appearances.”

“The Vaz Gorati as well.”

“Yes, though we prefer a hands-on, knees-down approach with dragons whenever possible.”

I snorted. “And here I thought this visit would be more about sex than politics.”

“For Wyrm Lords, they are usually one and the same,” Vin said, reaching out to squeeze my hand. “I’m surprised you haven’t learned that lesson by now.”

“I’m trying hard not to,” I muttered. “All right, let’s stroll through the main gate and walk through the city as a dragon. Just stay close.”

Igniting my blood, I transformed from a Wyrmidon into a full dragon, hoping that the final path leading to the city wasn’t as unstable as some of the other caverns. It would be the height of embarrassment for a Wyrm Lord to fall through a huge hole and get his claw stuck in full view of the city.

I ordered our drow escorts to stay at my side so I could move ahead of the group, hoping it would make my approach more intimidating. Had I been a guard stationed on the walls, I certainly would have been worried about a dragon sauntering toward me as if he owned the place.

Fortunately, the cavern floor proved stable enough for my weight, and it wasn’t long before we approached the main gate. When I had departed from here a week ago, Ust Perya had still been engulfed in chaos and violence in the aftermath of the fighting. But today, everything seemed more stable, at least here at the front gates. Guards were back at their posts, and there were no obvious signs of ongoing fighting.

The other notable change was that the severed heads of disobedient drow no longer adorned the steel spikes rising from the battlements. A week ago, they had been rotting away without the Matron Mother’s magic to sustain them, and Nirivi must have ordered their outright removal since then. It was strange to think that Rilas’s brutality had actually saved a handful of people from torment for once.

A group of six presumably loyal shadow knights moved out to meet us once the gate opened, their black adamantine armor and matching blades as imposing as ever. Their new captain, a man who introduced himself as Raelos, offered what sounded like a greeting on behalf of the Matron Mother. I found it annoying that he was choosing to speak in Qevlâs rather than the Imperial tongue, but before I had the chance to complain about it, Vin stepped forward and spoke up in my stead. I was shocked that she knew any of the drow tongue, and I had no idea what she said. All I caught was the word for “dragon” in there somewhere.

Once she finished, the shadow knights moved to the side and opened a path for us to enter the city. I waited a few moments, then leaned my maw close and tried to whisper as best I could.

“I didn’t realize you spoke Qevlâs.”

“I don’t,” Vin said, her lip curling as if the thought disgusted her. “But Lia made it a point to teach me a few phrases that might prove useful.”

Of course, I thought, repressing a grin. My diligent concubine had insisted on letting Vinarys handle the branding ceremony alone, but she’d still wanted to help however she could. I made a mental note to thank her when I got back, perhaps even two or three times in rapid succession.

“I announced the dragon’s presence,” Vin said. “And I explained that he has come to claim his prize.”

“A little aggressive for an overture, don’t you think?” I asked as I ducked my head beneath the barbican. I had to tuck in my wings to fit through in my full dragon form, which almost made me want to just fly over the damn thing.

“This whole visit is a declaration of power, darling. Aggressiveness is good.”

“Right,” I replied. “Maybe I should burn down a few buildings to show them I mean business.”

“You’ve no idea how much I’d love to see that,” Vin murmured, casting her gaze up and down the adjoining streets. “But sadly, actual violence is less useful. This is about posture and form. Nirivi’s rule will need to be propped up by you as much as her. A dragon protector must replace the Spider Queen in the eyes of the people.”

Oh, that’s all, I thought darkly to myself as I continued my draconic saunter down the adjacent street. The path to the House Ulyr estate was mostly wide and relatively clear, so I didn’t expect to have any problems fitting anywhere, but it still felt strange to do so much walking when I could have easily taken off and flown to our destination.

We continued mostly in silence, and I took in our surroundings and marveled at how different everything looked a week after the battle. There were fewer people, for one, most likely because everyone was staying in their homes until the proverbial smoke cleared. I also didn’t see any giant spiders walking around, which went a long way toward making the city feel less creepy. The architecture remained spiky and imperious, and the haunting purple light from the luminescent fungi and glowstones still made it feel like we were skulking through a crypt, but nearly anything was better than watching those eight-legged terrors walk around wondering if they were personal avatars of a malevolent goddess.

Many buildings remained damaged after the battle, though groups of laborers—all dustborn, naturally—were working hurriedly to repair them under the oversight of drow artisans. The sight reminded me that I needed to talk to Nirivi about the surface slaves, since becoming a vassal of Tir Bereth would mean that she would have to find a way to set them free. But between the lingering chaos in the city and her own tedious position as Matron Mother, I knew that might not be politically feasible for a good long while.

Overall, the drow seemed to struggle less with change than the Avetharri, probably because their society was so inherently turbulent, but there were still limits. We were all going to have to be patient, lest we unwittingly trigger another rebellion and destroy this fragile project in its infancy.

The House Ulyr estate had only suffered minimal damage, since no fighting had taken place there aside from Sulestra’s initial assassination attempt on Matron Mother Daerulis. The courtyard surrounding the huge, foreboding purple and black mansion was filled with drow warriors, and several more shadow knights were waiting along the sides of the wide stone walkway leading to the front door.

There was no way I could fit through the estate gate as a dragon without leveling half of it in the process, so I reverted back to my Wyrmidon form when we arrived. I would have preferred to be a human, but it was best to wear my scales whenever we were in public. Once we were in private, I could become Sol the centurion again.

Nirivi emerged from within the estate just as we reached the gate, and a wave of relief washed over me when I saw her. Apparently I had been even more concerned for her safety than I’d realized. A part of me had expected to find some other drow female looming over her corpse in triumph…

“Gods, how does she walk on those things?” Vinarys whispered as we started forward, sounding far more jealous than offended. “Are drow females really that worried about appearing tall?”

“The higher the heel, the easier to crush the male beneath you,” I said.

She looked up at me. “Is that a real saying here?”

“If not, it should be.”

I smiled thinly as we approached. Nirivi hadn’t fully embraced the Matron Mother aesthetic, but she had definitely gotten closer. She was wearing an elaborate new adamantine breastplate which was as low-cut as her own chain shirt but which also had a three-inch section cut open around her gray navel. The matching skirt was still made of fine chain links, as she was wearing knee-high metallic boots whose heels must have been six inches high. Her rapier was sheathed on her right side, and a black whip was coiled on her left.

Her makeup was as perfect as ever, from the dark eyeshadow accentuating her ruby eyes to the bright matching red of her lips. Her posture was as cool and in-control as when I’d first met her, but she had somehow added an aura of authority to the mix. Distantly, I wondered if she realized how much her Pain Maiden training had groomed her for this role.

“I welcome you back to Ust Perya, Lord Farric,” Nirivi said.

“It’s a privilege to stand before the new Matron Mother,” I replied. Any other visitors would have been expected to kneel, but dragons bowed before no one. Neither did their wives and concubines, unless he ordered it.

She sauntered closer to us, then raised two fingers. Her guards backed away several feet, giving a tiny bit of conversational privacy while still keeping our interaction public.

“I was starting to wonder if you’d ever return,” Nirivi said, her voice low and smooth even though her posture remained firm.

“I’m sorry about the delay,” I replied. “We had to—”

“Never apologize in public,” she interrupted sternly but softly. “Especially here.”

I pushed my tongue hard into the back of my teeth, and I found myself wishing that Kyriel were with us again. She had grown up swimming in the political ocean, whereas I always felt as if I were about to drown.

“Then I’m glad I made you wait,” I said. “I don’t feel bad about it at all.”

The corner of her mouth twitched upward. And I had the distinct feeling that she would have laughed had we been alone.

“Better,” Nirivi said. She held my gaze for another moment, then finally looked at Vinarys and her new brand. “It is rare for any Vaz Gorati priestess to visit the Dark; rarer still for one wed to a dragon.”

“The honor is yours,” Vin replied with a smirk. Normally, I would have found the reaction obnoxiously catty, but here in the Underworld, bitchiness was as much the official language as Qevlâs.

Nirivi tilted her head. “Indeed.”

She looked the other woman up and down again, and every time her gaze settled on the brand, I swore I could actually feel Vin swelling with pride. Yet at the same time, it was clear that the priestess was greatly annoyed by the drow’s heel-inflated height.

“I understand that you’re also the official Blood Mother of Lostrien now,” Nirivi said. “How shall I address such a prestigious figure in the future?”

“The citizens of Lostrien may address me as ‘Eminence,’” Vinarys told her. “But since I am also the dragon’s First Wife, you shall address me as ‘mistress.’”

Nirivi laughed loudly enough that everyone in the courtyard could hear. Vin’s cheeks turned red with anger, and I started to wonder if I should have been more worried about a fight between them than the chaos in the city.

“I’m afraid that won’t be happening, Eminence,” Nirivi said eventually.

“It will if you wish to join Lord Farric’s harem,” Vin countered. “If you want to wear his brand, you will obey the rules.”

Nirivi’s eyes flicked to me. “Are these your rules, Lord Farric?”

I sighed. “Actually, I—”

“They are my rules,” Vin interrupted. “As First Wife, it is my right to make them. If you wish to share the dragon, you will respect your superiors in his harem.”

“Ah, yes, I understand your confusion now, abbil,” Nirivi said. “You believe that I am another of your darthiir supplicants. But you see, drow matrons have no superiors.”

Vin’s eyes blazed. Nirivi’s lips curled into a taunting smile.

I just stood there wishing I’d brought a bucket of cold water to throw on them both. There must have been something in the air down here that transformed all women into cunts.

“Why don’t we head inside?” I asked, positioning myself between them and hoping I didn’t have to turn back into a dragon to get their attention. “We, uh, we have a great deal to discuss.”

Nirivi nodded, though her red eyes never left Vin’s face. “Yes, we do. Wouldn’t you agree, Eminence?”

Vin’s jaw clenched. “I will make you kneel if I have to, mith guuta.”

“I look forward to your efforts,” the drow replied cooly. “This way, please.”

For a moment I wondered if Vin might call upon her magic and try to take control of the other woman’s blood. I had never seen her so angry, and the Aether was already churning through her. But miraculously, she stayed silent and drifted forward like a thunderstorm rolling across the sky.

Welcome back to Ust Perya, I thought darkly, then followed the women inside.
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The interior of the Ulyr estate had suffered more battle damage than the outside, but that wasn’t surprising. Sulestra’s men had ambushed the former Matron Mother and her loyalists in these halls and rooms, presumably because the First Daughter had wanted to keep her home intact rather than leveling the building. One section of the estate remained sealed off, which probably meant that rival sorcerers had tried to blast each other and done severe damage to the building in the process. But on the path Nirivi was leading us, I only spotted the occasional scorch mark and sword slash.

When we arrived in the Matron Mother’s parlor, I found myself thinking about how different it looked compared to before. Daerulis’s high-backed chair was the same, as were the plush purple divans scattered about the edges of the room. But when I’d been brought here the first time, I had been standing in front of three powerful and mysterious drow females rather than one.

Nirivi dismissed her guards once we entered, and I didn’t need to speak their language to figure out that they weren’t happy about the request. They didn’t trust surfacers in general, and Vin still looked as if she were about to stab the Matron Mother at any moment. But since none of the warriors would dare question the orders of a female, let alone the Matron Mother, we soon had some real privacy.

“I trust that the journey was uneventful,” Nirivi said as she sat in her mother’s old chair and crossed her long gray legs. Somehow, the dagger heels of her boots seemed even higher when they were bobbing in the air.

“Almost disturbingly uneventful,” I replied. “It feels wrong to take a trip into the Underworld and not have to kill at least one horrible monster.”

I took a seat on the divan in front of her, then gestured invitingly to Vin. She still looked like she wanted to leap across the room and strangle the drow, but she finally sat down instead. She sidled up next to me more closely than normal.

“Never take the Dark’s mercy for granted,” Nirivi replied, her eyes returning to my wife. “You performed well in the courtyard, Priestess. I’m impressed.”

A small fraction of the rage on Vin’s face transformed into confusion. “What do you mean?”

“You are darthiir and Vaz Gorati. When my people look at you, they see weakness and feel contempt. It is imperative that you correct their misconceptions whenever we are in public, and you did well. Comporting yourself as a drow female will go a long way toward making them accept you.”

“That’s what you think I was doing? Trying to act like one of you?”

“Were you not?” Nirivi asked, arching a slender white eyebrow. “Why else would you have vocalized such jealousy over my obvious superiority as a female?”

Vin’s green eyes flashed as her rage returned with a vengeance. “I was explaining your place in the harem—beneath me.”

“Beneath Sol more often, I hope.” The Matron Mother smiled. It was every bit as deadly and precise as the tip of her rapier. “Besides, you strike me as the type who is much happier on her knees. There’s no shame in that. I can teach you a great many techniques on how to—”

“I don’t need to be taught anything from you!” Vin growled. “I was pleasuring him before he even knew you existed! I’ve spit more of his seed into Kyriel’s mouth than you will ever swallow!”

I slammed my palm into my forehead. At this rate, we might not make it to the branding ceremony before they started fighting for real…

“Liawen did say that you were utterly devoted to the cause,” Nirivi replied. “In fact, she spoke quite highly of you in general.”

Vin continued seething in silence for a few more seconds before her posture relaxed slightly. “I’ve known Lia for a long time,” she said. “I don’t understand what she sees in you.”

“We’re alike in many ways. As are you and I, I suspect. I only hope that fate will bring us the peace we need to get to know one another better.” She drew in a long, slow breath, then shifted her attention back to me. “My half-brother came to visit me.”

I immediately sat upright. “Rilas came back to the Underworld?”

“Yes,” Nirivi replied. “He ambushed me near the dungeon. He could have easily killed or kidnapped me if he wanted—it’s why my guards no longer wish me to leave their sight, even for a moment.”

“What did he want?” Vin asked, the combative tension between them abruptly forgotten.

“To tell me that he didn’t blame me for fighting against him any more than he blamed Kyriel. He seems to think that we’re simply misguided, and that we’ll eventually come around to realizing that he’s the only hope of saving the Empire.”

“He’s mad,” I said, my stomach twisting at the thought of him ambushing her when I wasn’t around to protect her. Of all the threats she faced here in Ust Perya, I hadn’t imagined that Rilas would bother coming back. But then, we had believed he was wounded and recovering…

“Completely mad,” Nirivi agreed. “He also wanted to tell me that our family’s legacy is one of great power, and that I should be eager to embrace it. He thinks that I could learn to rend the Pale like he and Kyriel.”

“I had wondered about that, given your father’s gifts,” I said quietly. “What do you think?”

“I think he mostly wanted me to know that I’m vulnerable, and that I’m only alive because of his grace.” Her face tightened. “And the unfortunate truth is that he’s right. We can protect small areas from Veil manipulation, but not many. There’s a saying in the Dark: the only defense against shadow knights is other shadow knights.”

I nodded, touching Vin’s hand and encouraging her to sit back down, which she did.

“We just learned that same lesson ourselves,” I said. “Rilas attacked our northern army yesterday, and Sulestra’s shadow knights were there helping him.”

Nirivi’s foot stopped bobbing, and her fingers squeezed at the arm of her chair. “Captain Jhael?”

“We didn’t stop to ask their names, but they launched an assault on our backline during the battle. They assassinated some of our sorcerers and collapsed one of our barriers. Rilas was able to kill hundreds of our soldiers, including several officers and the vassal lord of the Wyvernwing Coast.”

“Lord Akathi is dead?”

I nodded grimly. “It was an effective attack, and the shadow knights struck our supply lines at the same time. Sovereign Alessara believes we need to attack Oro Sarn now and put him on the defensive as soon as possible.”

“A wise decision,” Nirivi said. “Are your forces ready?”

“Yes…and no. Since Rilas enlisted some of your shadow knights, the Sovereign was hoping you might be able to provide us with aid against them.”

She sighed, though it sounded more frustrated than annoyed. “You know I don’t have anything to give. It’s taking everything I have just to hold the city together.”

“Has it gotten worse since I was here?”

“No. If anything, things are proceeding better than I could have reasonably hoped. Though my expectations were admittedly low.”

Nirivi’s smile returned, though it was thin and short-lived.

“The city isn’t on fire, and there are no armies marching in the streets,” I pointed out. “That seems like real progress to me.”

“Yes, but sometimes vital battles in war are fought without blades or magic.” Her ruby eyes went distant as she leaned back in her chair. “If you walk around the city, you will find plenty of confusion and malice. But drow are taught to be patient, and there is a palpable sense that everyone is simply waiting for the next critical moment, whatever it happens to be.”

I understood exactly what she meant—it had felt the same way for a few days after Sovereign Alessara had been incapacitated. Everyone had been waiting to make the next move depending on whether she recovered or not. I remembered thinking how much I would have preferred to have enemies on the street that I could fight. Military problems I could deal with, but politics were Kyriel’s arena.

Still, I had spent enough time with her by now to learn how she thought. What would she suggest if she were here now?

“Sounds like an opportunity to create that moment yourself,” I said after a brief pause. “You know, do something dramatic to get control of the battlefield.”

“That’s precisely why you are here, veldruk,” Nirivi said. “While the other houses wait for a new priestess to emerge, I am going to bind myself to a dragon. Ust Perya has never existed without a priestess of Zelioth sitting on its throne, and none of our noblewomen have bound themselves to a dragon in many generations.”

“Fair enough, but maybe there’s something else you could try. When Kyriel finally transformed, she and I took a trip around the province to make ourselves visible and help assure everyone that things were under control. Maybe we could do something similar here.”

Her red eyes glimmered in amusement…or was it approval? Either way, she seemed impressed by the suggestion.

“If you’re asking me to parade you around the streets, I’m sure we can arrange something,” she said. “But I’m afraid that the situation here is more complicated than on the surface.”

“And here I always thought the opposite,” Vin piped in, sounding more calm than before. “All you have to do to ascend in the Underworld is murder your rivals.”

“This isn’t about ascension or rivals,” Nirivi said. “Not directly. Historically, the Spider Queen has only ever blessed one or two females at a time with her power, but the knowledge that she could strip it away from an unworthy leader at any moment helped hold the city together. The power of the gods is not like the power of blood. Sol will always be a dragon even if he broke his oaths and turned against his people. The same is not true for disciples of the gods. That limitation has always been a critical part of our culture.”

“That is why the Godsworn insist that the ways of the old world were better,” I replied. “Power had to be earned and maintained through faith and commitment to the gods.”

“Which also made our people slaves to the will of corrupt deities,” Vin countered. “The Dragon Goddess saved us from divine bondage. She has given us the power to shape our own destiny.”

Nirivi flicked her long fingers. “I don’t mention this because I wish to debate theology, only to help you understand the nature of our culture. I shall put it differently: if the noble houses of Ust Perya are going to support me, they will need to get something in return. Before, they could always serve the Spider Queen and hope that their faith would one day be rewarded by a disciple in their family. But in this new world, they are going to need blood.”

“Blood?” I asked.

“Your blood, specifically. If their daughters cannot pray to Zelioth and receive her blessing, then they need a different source of power…one that only you can place inside them.”

“No,” Vin declared, shaking her head. “One drow wife is more than enough!”

Nirivi looked at her in amusement. “They will not require Sol to marry their daughters, only to seed them.”

“That is not an option. Dragons may not spill inside females unless they are branded or collared.”

“Those are Vaz Gorati rules, yes? Not those of the dragons themselves.”

“The rules exist to protect the bloodlines,” Vin said. “Unworthy females cannot carry the dragon’s seed. To do so would invite chaos across Varellon.”

Nirivi’s eyes flicked back to me. “Perhaps, but as I understand your traditions, dragons choose their harems of their own accord. If he chose to marry additional drow females—.”

“He will not.” Vin paused for a moment, her jaw tight, before she looked at me. “Right?”

I held up my hands. “I feel like we’re getting way ahead of ourselves here. I came here for you, not to build a harem of drow.”

“I know, and no one is expecting you to build one,” Nirivi said. “Not yet, at least. As I said, we drow can be patient when necessary. The other families will wish to wait and see how your seed blooms within me before entering into any commitments.”

“You mean they’ll want to see if we produce a dragon?” I asked. “It could be a decade or more before their powers manifest. You really think they’ll wait that long?”

“They might if you were an elf. But since your dustborn blood will limit your longevity, they may simply wait to see if our child is healthy.”

Vin swore under her breath. “You cannot take more drow into your harem. It’s asking far too much. The people will already struggle to accept the progeny of a dustborn dragon as it is.”

“You may be more right than you know,” Nirivi added quietly. “No matter how strong or healthy our child, some drow families will view her as weak and flawed like any other niskaru.”

It wasn’t difficult to discern the meaning of the strange word through context alone, especially since it sounded like a curse. “Half-human?”

“Yes. A niskaru child will have half the lifespan of a full-blooded drow at best. As a result, it may not be you that they wish to breed with.”

“Then how are they…?” Vin trailed off as the implication belatedly struck her. “You think the drow families will want to make deals for his children? For our children?”

Nirivi nodded. “Your sons will be niskaru, but if they take drow daughters into their harems, the children born of their wombs will be…more acceptable.”

My stomach twisted. I understood full well that the half-elven children I planned to have with Kyriel and Vinarys would face challenges on the surface because of their dustborn ancestry, but I was reasonably sure that the Avetharri reverence for dragon blood would help to counteract those biases over time. In the Underworld, however, that might not be the case. To the drow, dustborn were practically chattel. Even if Nirivi was able to miraculously bring an end to bondage in Ust Perya, it wouldn’t change the fact that her people saw human blood as inferior.

“The children you have with the Dragon Princess won’t be available for such couplings, naturally,” Nirivi said, her eyes shifting to Vinarys. “But I would not be surprised if they express an interest in the children from your other wives.”

“I am not giving my sons to the drow,” Vin growled.

“You would not be giving them to anyone, merely agreeing to take one of their daughters into his harem when he comes of age. Is this not how your houses operate?”

The priestess’s cheek twitched. “This is different.”

“Why?” Nirivi asked, leaning forward. “If Princess Kyriel wishes to offer the drow houses a place in her court, then we must forge a connection between our people that goes beyond words and ink. Sol’s blood can be the web that binds us all together. Avetharri, drow…and human.”

I looked at Vin and the competing emotions on her face. They mirrored the same ones that were currently fighting deep in my gut. I had known that we would spend plenty of time discussing marriage arrangements here, but not those of our unborn children…

“It is a great deal to think about, and it is not something that must be decided right now,” Nirivi said. “I simply wanted to explain the political situation here as best I could. To keep the peace now, my people must believe in the potential of the future.”

“I understand,” I replied. “But for the moment, I think it’s important to stay focused on Rilas. None of this is going to matter if we can’t defeat him.”

“Indeed, and the other families here know that as well.” She paused for a moment, her eyes glittering in thought once again. “I will tell them about the rogue shadow knights. Perhaps they’ll be motivated enough to offer support in one fashion or another.”

“Any help they offer will be greatly appreciated,” I said. “And neither the Sovereign nor I will forget it.”

Nirivi let out a long, slow breath, then leaned forward. “It is good to see you again—both of you.”

Vin made a face like she didn’t believe that sentiment for a heartbeat, but I actually did. Nirivi clearly enjoyed the game.

“I’m sure that you could both use food and rest after the journey,” the Matron Mother added. “Especially since we will all need our strength for tonight.”

I looked at Vin, half expecting her to comment about how the binding ceremony was off. But she mostly looked tired and hungry, and she probably wanted some time to ourselves.

“I’ve had a room prepared,” Nirivi said, uncrossing her legs and rising to her feet. “The servants will bring food and anything else you require.”

“Thank you,” I replied, taking Vin’s hand. “You’re right, I think we could all use a few moments to rest.”


Interlude
Kyriel


Malion Starmantle struck with speed and grace despite the weight of his longsword, forcing Kyriel into yet another awkward retreat. She grit her teeth, annoyed that she hadn’t anticipated the move and prepared a suitable counterattack. Her father had a significant advantage in both brawn and reach, so her only chance was to predict his movements so she could outmaneuver him.

But he wasn’t making it easy. He effortlessly switched between the Pure Forms with each strike. First it was the Mengalaad, now it was the choppier, more aggressive Rylodil. She could have slipped beneath his guard if she’d been ready for it, but she wasn’t. And he had mastered far too many techniques for her to simply guess.

Kyriel backed away again, this time narrowly deflecting his slash before the practice blade severed her arm at the shoulder. She had to roll beneath his followup, and her panicked moves put her so badly out of position that he struck the back of her leg before she could escape.

“You’re hiding from your weaknesses, not leveraging your strengths,” her father said. “You know better than that.”

She grumbled under her breath as she returned to the starting position in the battle circle. She did know that, in fact, but it wasn’t helping. She felt slow and sluggish, and her light blade felt bizarrely heavy in her grip. She was half-tempted to grab a spear instead just like when she had practiced with Sol.

The two of them had only sparred a few times, mostly because they always had something more important demanding their attention, but he had a very unique fighting style that combined elements of traditional Avetharri swordplay with the powerful stances and aggressive maneuvers favored by some dustborn cultures like the Ashreaver orcs of the Mistvale Mountains. The style worked for Sol because of his towering muscular frame and his ability to protect himself with magic, but few elvish warriors could pull off the same moves. Kyriel certainly couldn’t, being half his size and a fraction of his brawn despite the added power from her tattoos.

Her father was a completely different kind of fighter. Malion was both a purist and a prodigy, having mastered every Avetharri technique by his sixtieth birthday. Even the famed Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers in Tir Lanathel weren’t typically declared masters until they were a hundred. With a sword in his hand, Malion Starmantle was more like a whirlwind than a man. Kyriel had seen plenty of acrobats and dancers who could bend and twist like he did, but not while holding a long blade or wearing thick armor. He wasn’t even calling upon his magic while they sparred, which was good because otherwise she never would have been able to get close to him.

Sol had suggested that Kyriel eventually try to learn the Lin’Faleel, a technique for fighting with two light blades simultaneously. But that would take years to learn and decades to master. Right now, she wanted to score a single damn hit.

She lunged forward with a quick thrust, knowing full well that her father couldn’t be taken by surprise so easily. But she planned a quick, evasive counter that should have left her in a good followup position if he stayed in Rylodil or any of his other more aggressive options.

He didn’t, of course. He backpedaled instead of sidestepping, ceding her ground rather than opening himself for an attack. Five seconds later, after a flurry of a quick slashes, he swept the back of her leg and sent her crashing to the mat.

“You’re still reacting,” Malion said.

“I made the first move!” Kyriel growed.

“But not the second or third or fourth. If you’re going to strike, you need to commit.”

Her father remained upright rather than offering her a hand. Not because he wanted to be a stern teacher, but because he assumed that she would find it patronizing. And he was right. Like her mother, Kyriel had never been particularly good at accepting help.

“Leverage your strengths,” Malion said. “You’ve never struggled with that before.”

She snorted as she retrieved her blade and stood back up. “I don’t usually get offered a blade before facing a master swordsman.”

“Just because someone offers you a weapon doesn’t mean you have to take it.”

Kyriel frowned. “I thought you wanted to spar.”

“I wanted to spend time with my daughter,” he replied. “I figured she would be smart enough to pick up her bow and shoot me in the back.”

She glanced over to where she had left Aveshalare propped against the wall. The stringless bow looked woefully out of place alongside the assortment of glaives, swords, and spears.

“Never fight on your enemy’s terms if you can avoid it,” Malion said, lowering his blade. “And never be afraid to use your best weapon against him.”

“Is this some secret lesson about Rilas?” Kyriel asked. “About how I tried to confront him as a dragon and failed?”

“It is if that’s where your mind went first.”

She sighed and tossed her own blade onto the floor. “I’m just frustrated. I failed my first real challenge as a dragon.”

“That’s not true.”

“Yes, it is. Lord Akathi is dead, and we lost—”

“I mean it wasn’t your first real challenge as a dragon,” her father interrupted. “How could it be? You’ve been one all your life.”

Her frown depend. “What?”

“The blood is about more than wings and scales. It’s about authority, courage, and power, and you’ve possessed those all your life.”

“You know what I meant,” Kyriel grumbled. “And you shouldn’t let me off the hook that easily. The point is that I failed.”

“Yes, you did. Badly.”

Her cheek twitched. She hadn’t wanted him to coddle her, but hearing him speak the truth hurt more than when he’d swept her legs and knocked her to the floor.

“But you’ve done that before, too,” Malion added, “and you’ve always managed to get back on your feet. You’re a Starmantle, not some sniveling Windsong coward.”

He didn’t smile, but she could hear the levity in his voice. It made her feel a little better.

“You always told me that steel is in our blood,” Kyriel whispered.

“Oh, I don’t know about ‘always.’ I doubt I said that more than once or twice, but I’m glad you remembered.”

“I remember the whole speech. ‘Your mother comes from a family of rulers. I come from a family of warriors. Put those together and there will be no stopping you.’” Kyriel reached behind her head and tightened the band keeping her hair in a ponytail. “I must have been about twelve. It was before you and mother wanted me to commit to other pursuits besides archery and fencing.”

“Art and music are important. More important, frankly. A princess can only spread herself so thin. Better to be a master of a few than a novice of many.”

“It took a lot of arguing before you let me take up archery. I never understood why you didn’t want to teach me the blade, especially since you’re so good at it.”

“Skill and the ability to impart that skill are very different things,” Malion said dryly. “This might surprise you, but I’ve never been a good teacher. Not enough patience.”

“You were usually patient with me. And besides, fencing is about discipline, the same as archery. Everyone could always use more of that.”

“Is that why you wanted to train in the battle circle instead of spending all day flying around?”

“It’s one reason,” she said. “This also seemed like a better way to spend time with you.”

This time, he smiled for real. Kyriel wasn’t lying—she really had come here as an excuse to spend more time with her father. There was another reason she wasn’t flying around the city and practicing her draconic maneuvers, though she would never dare say it in front of her father. With Sol and that magic seed of his in the Underworld, she couldn’t transform even if she’d wanted to. Her blood refused to ignite on its own.

“Well, I suspect you also wanted some encouragement,” her father said after he picked up her blade and returned it to the weapon rack. “Defeat is never easy, even when it isn’t your fault. The best we can ever do is try to learn from it.”

“What should I learn in this case?” Kyriel asked. “To play to my strengths? To not confront him as a dragon just because I can?”

“Perhaps. From the way you described the battle in the Steppes, I doubt there’s much you could have done differently. But now we’re the ones who will be on the offensive, and we need to use that to our advantage. In your case, I think you need an opportunity to use his own tactics against him.”

“You mean the plan you mentioned to Sol? Slipping through the Pale to enter the Oro Sarn dungeons?”

Malion nodded. “If the Bastrel whelp is availing himself of the shadows, then we need to arm ourselves with them as well. There are no wardstones protecting Oro Sarn—he should have all the same worries that we do. If the new Matron Mother can get us any of her shadow knights, all the better.”

Kyriel nodded slowly. Sol had told her about the plan before leaving, but there hadn’t been enough time to discuss it more thoroughly. In theory, it sounded workable.

“Sol and I could lead a small group inside,” she said. “Though I’m not sure we can count on him getting any help from the drow. Nirivi is barely holding her city together.”

“We’ll make due whether she can spare the men or not,” her father replied. “Your Palewalking abilities dwarf theirs.”

“In some ways.” She pursed her lips. “The more men we bring with us, the greater the chance the Tirzak might spot us. And if they spot us, they will alert Rilas. From everything we’ve seen and read, their connection to his Godsoul allows him to communicate with his disciples almost instantly.”

“A small team would be best,” Malion agreed. “According to Haberian, the bugs rarely enter the castle, and while I doubt that you’ll find the white whelp asleep and helpless in the master bedroom, you could find Haberian’s wives and daughters.”

“Sol mentioned that mother would be willing to grant them amnesty,” Kyriel said. “To be honest, I’m a little surprised.”

“Your mother understands that we are fighting two wars at once right now—one for the present, and one for the future. His daughters are linked to other families in the province, and freeing them will buy us enormous goodwill once the fighting is over.”

His reasoning may have been cold and calculating, but that didn’t mean it was wrong. Saving the Windsong women would ingratiate them to House Lethowyn and Olandris in particular. It was also the right thing to do, in Kyriel’s opinion. She just prayed that he hadn’t already harmed them…or tried to force his dragon seed into them.

The thought made her stomach twist. Thanks to Theovar, she had been able to liberate herself from Rilas’s prison, but she possessed powers that the Windsong women did not. They were trapped and helpless in their own home.

“I’m willing to do this,” Kyriel said. “But I hope you aren’t considering laying siege to Oro Sarn without me or Sol.”

“No, of course not,” Malion assured her. “It would be better to get them out before we attack. I just need to work out the details with Legate Morovir. Without the aid of the northern army, we will have to change our strategy. Infiltrating the whelp’s fortress will finally put him on the defensive where he belongs.”

Her father smiled and placed his hand on her shoulder. “We spent a long time concealing your gifts from the court and the public, but those days are behind us. We’re going to need them before this is over.”

“Don’t hide from your weaknesses, leverage your strengths,” she said, echoing his words.

“Exactly.” He paused for a moment, then looked her up and down. “Speaking of, grab that bow of yours.”

Kyriel arched a golden eyebrow. “You still want me to shoot you in the back?”

“I want you to try and hit me at all,” Malion said, flicking his wrist and conjuring an Aetheric shield over his arm. “You did come here to practice, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” she said, smiling. “I did.”
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Several hours later, after a light supper and a long bath, Kyriel found herself lying in bed staring at the ceiling. She had always enjoyed the freedom to stretch out and sprawl across the mattress, but right now she would have given almost anything to feel Sol’s body pressed up against her. The heat of his body was surprisingly soothing even when she wasn’t straddling him, and her vatari tattoos yearned for the rush of energy that only his dragon seed could provide.

Mostly, though, she just hoped that he and Vinarys were all right. Ust Perya had been dangerous enough before it had fallen into chaos, and they had no way of knowing how or if Nirivi was holding it all together.

Nirivi.

Kyriel still hadn’t completely figured out the half-drow, half-Bastrel sorceress, but she did find her fascinating. So did Sol, obviously, and if everything was going as planned, he might be branding her tonight. Another womb for him to seed. Another elven quim for him to call his own.

Dragon harems had been an integral part of Avetharri culture from the first days of the Empire, and Kyriel knew how vital it was for her generation to give birth to as many new dragons as possible. The Blood Drought wasn’t going to reverse itself. Sol had a sacred duty to impregnate as many worthy young elf maidens as possible.

Kyriel didn’t mind the idea of sharing him, at least not with her friends, and she was reasonably confident that she would be able to include Nirivi in that select group eventually. But she wasn’t sure that even Sol realized how many would be desperate to crawl into bed with him when this was over. Kyriel was going to have to get used to sleeping alone.

Sighing in annoyance, mostly at herself for wallowing in idiotic self-pity, she swung her legs off the bed and threw on her nightgown. This would have been the perfect time to go out on her balcony and brood beneath the starlight, but it was still damaged thanks to her abrupt draconic transformation last week. So instead, she left her chambers and headed out to the palace aviary.

Her Wyrmguard escorts followed her, and the moment she left the protection of the wardstone, their number doubled. They tried their best to stay out of her way, but it was impossible not to see the blue-armored men everywhere she looked. They were just doing their jobs, but their presence made it hard to think and impossible to truly relax.

Once Kyriel finally reached the circular aviary platform, she sat down and let her feet hang over the edge. The guards had probably expected her to transform into a dragon and fly off, leaving them behind. None of them realized that she couldn’t transform without Sol.

She chuckled at the sheer ridiculousness of it all, and she wondered if she was the first dragon in history to have such a limitation. It wasn’t exactly something that Elder Dragons would include in their memoirs. And the worst part was that thinking about it made her miss him even more.

The princess reached into the folds of her nightgown and touched her belly. Had he already put a child in her? Goddess knew they’d been working at it. If so, Vin or any of the other Vaz Gorati should know soon enough, and she wouldn’t start showing for months after that. Elven women could spend a year or more gestating, especially during their first pregnancies.

She closed her eyes and allowed her mind to drift and start thinking about names before she saw a flicker of movement to her left. The glowstones on the aviary cast long shadows, and she tensed up and prepared to move—

Until she saw the spectral panther sauntering toward her.

“There you are,” Kyriel said, smiling. “It’s been a while!”

Duatha sat down next to her, his green eyes looking off into the distance and his tail swishing idly behind him.

“I was worried that something might have happened to you in the Pale,” she said. “After you fought Rilas.”

As usual, he didn’t react. She sighed, then focused on her powers and shifted herself through the fabric of the Veil. As the aviary darkened around her, Duatha’s spectral body was replaced by a normal physical one. She immediately reached out and scratched at his head.

The cold of the shadow realm was less biting since she had absorbed the Eye of Shalassa. Duatha—or “Ithilvaran” according to the books Sol and Vin had found—seemed warmer somehow. But that must have been her imagination.

“Well, it’s good to see you,” Kyriel said. “Did you happen to bring me the secret to defeating Rilas and his new shadow knight friends?”

The panther didn’t offer any advice, but he did start to purr. The soothing rumble made her smile even when she began to hear the faint whispers of demons in the distance.

“Probably annoyed you can’t get to my room with the wardstone, especially since we moved it after the damage I caused,” she said. “Well, I’m sorry. I’ll move it if you promise to protect me overnight.”

Duatha turned and looked at her with his glowing green eyes, then gave her several long, slow blinks. Kyriel smiled.

“Unfortunately, I’ll need that in writing before I take it as a yes.”

The panther leaned his head forward and bumped it against hers, then turned and looked back out into the darkness of the shadow realm again. The demonic whispers hadn’t gotten any louder or closer. Kyriel wondered if that was his doing or pure circumstance.

“Either way, I feel better with you around,” she told him. “But the guards will panic if I don’t shift back. You promise not to take it personally?”

His tail swished again as she refocused her mind and shifted back through the Veil. His spectral body wasn’t there when she returned, but she swore she could feel him nearby anyway. Waiting. Watching.

“Your Majesty!” one of the Wyrmguards blurted out as he raced across the aviary. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” Kyriel said. “Just fine.”


8
Rivals and Wives


“I can’t believe she’s trying to give away our children before we’re even pregnant!”

Taking a deep breath, I dragged my mind out of its brief slumber and glanced across the room at Vin. The Vaz Gorati priestess was busy crushing a small but precious blue vatari crystal in preparation for mixing it together with the branding powder. We had been inside the luxurious guest room here in the Ulyr estate for a few hours now, which I had spent napping on the bed after eating some food and enjoying a cup of strange tea that didn’t taste nearly as vile as it smelled. Vin had been uncharacteristically on edge ever since we’d returned, and she had been focusing all her attention on preparing the branding ritual for tonight.

“That isn’t what Nirivi is doing,” I said, my voice still groggy.

“Of course it is!” Vin insisted. Her eyes stayed locked on the dust on her worktable. “Weren’t you listening?”

“I was, actually. She wasn’t telling us to do anything, she was just explaining the political reality of what we’re up against so we can all start thinking about it.”

“Well, I am not giving our boys to the drow, politics be damned. If their houses don’t want to cooperate, you should burn them all down.”

With a sleepy sigh, I rolled out of bed and stretched my legs. A few days ago, Vin had been so happy she’d practically been floating on the clouds. She had paraded her new brand all over Tir Bereth and the adjoining countryside so that everyone from the haughtiest noble to the most humble servant knew that she was the First Wife of the human dragon. But ever since we’d entered the Underworld, she had been as anxious and unsettled as I’d ever seen her.

I walked up behind her and rubbed at her shoulders, then planted a kiss on the top of her head. “We won’t be giving our children to anyone.”

Vin looked up at me, her green eyes looking as if they were on the verge of shedding tears. “Even if that’s what it takes to win over the families in this awful city?”

“No,” I told her. “But it’s not like we need to make any decisions right now anyway. We have plenty of time to think about these things. Isn’t that what elves do?”

She smiled tightly. “Do I seem like the patient type, darling?”

“Not particularly,” I conceded. “But the point is that you have all the time in the world. If anything, I am the one who should be concerned.”

“I know,” she whispered, the smile vanishing as quickly as it had appeared. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

“What do you mean?”

Vin swallowed, then stood and turned around so she could face me. My hands immediately dropped to the sides of her bare stomach.

“We’re sitting here planning for a future you may not even be a part of,” she said. “I…I can’t bear the thought of you withering away!”

“That’s what this is about?” I asked. “Look, I’m not exactly an old man. And besides, for all we know my dragon blood will keep me alive for a long time. It’s not like there are any other human dragons to compare this to.”

“I…I suppose that’s true.” She reached up and gave my thick arms an appreciative squeeze. “Time needs to mind its own business and leave these alone.”

“Just the arms?”

“The appendages in general. We all have our vices, darling.”

Vin slid her hands toward my chest then deactivated my glamour stone. She planted a soft kiss on my sternum, then allowed her fingertips to trace all the way down to my abdomen and then my manhood.

“He’d better stay stiff enough to stretch me open for three decades,” she teased.

“With you to inspire him, I’d bet on four or five at a minimum.”

“Mm, I suppose that’s good enough. Maybe I’ll be tired of him by then anyway…”

Her eyes flashed as her fingers curled around the shaft, and her tongue dragged slowly across her lips.

“Oh, who am I kidding? I’ll never get enough…”

She was on her knees before I could say “Vaz Gorati cum slut,” and her lips enveloped my rapidly swelling tip a moment after that. I moaned in surprise and delight, but then reached out and grabbed a thick clump of her hair before she could swallow me whole.

“Wait!” I said, pulling her back.

Vin gazed up at me like a hungry baby chick desperate for a meal. For some reason, it made me want to stuff my cock so far down her throat she couldn’t breathe. It wasn’t as if she would be able to complain…

“You need to finish making the branding powder,” I told her.

“This won’t take long, darling, I promise!” she pleaded, stretching out her tongue to lick the tip. “I just need a taste…”

I maintained my iron grip on her hair. “Lia was eager for a taste before your branding ceremony, but we managed to control ourselves.”

“This is different!” Vin protested. Her mouth may have been out of range, but she reached up and took my stem in both hands instead.

“I don’t see how,” I said, using my free hand to grab both her slender wrists and pull them away too. “Wouldn’t you feel bad if I couldn’t give Nirivi enough later?”

Vin continued stretching out with her tongue to lick the tip.

“You know what, don’t answer that,” I muttered. “The point is, you need to keep making the powder.”

“Oh, fine!” she relented, sinking down onto her haunches in defeat. “But she’d better understand that after tonight, she only gets a taste after I’ve had my fill.”

She sighed, then poutily returned to her mixture. I smiled as I watched her work, unable to stay annoyed. However many years we ended up having together, I had no doubt in my mind that we were going to enjoy each and every one of them.

Vin spent the next hour or so finishing with the ink and branding powder, then began to organize a section of the floor to serve as a makeshift ritual circle. She had only just gotten started when there was a knock at the door, and a drow female claiming to be one of the Matron Mother’s handmaidens entered. I was immediately suspicious, though her outfit certainly looked the part. She was wearing so much black leather that she must have had Pain Maiden training herself.

The handmaiden, Livya, informed us that Nirivi had prepared a special room for the occasion, and that she’d come to escort Vin so that she could finish her preparations. Since I didn’t trust anyone here enough to leave my wife alone with them, I came along. Livya seemed amused, but she didn’t complain when I followed her through the estate.

Before we arrived, I had a mental picture of the “special room” being a converted torture chamber with dried blood still on the floor, but thankfully my fears were misplaced. If anything, the room was brighter and more cheerful than the binding chamber in the Tir Bereth palace. It felt like we had just walked into one of the most expensive suites at Zinshasa’s Embrace.

The dominant color was purple, and the theme was a very drow mix of pain and pleasure. The cubbies on the left wall contained every sex toy and torture device imaginable, in addition to a highly adjustable rack and pillory. On the right was a collection of plush cushions and divans, some positioned for observers and others for conversation. A huge statue of a naked drow female with a barbed scourge in one hand and a collar in the other dominated the back wall. It wasn’t quite as sensual as the Zinshasan versions, but somehow it seemed more culturally appropriate here.

Once I was convinced the room was safe, Vin continued with her preparations. She grumbled to herself as she worked, though most of the words were unintelligible. I just found myself hoping that this process wasn’t as awkward or difficult as I feared. Marriage ceremonies were supposed to be joyous affairs, and Vin’s had certainly been entertaining for everyone involved. But this…this had the potential to be something else. I was more worried about a conflict between my wives than I wanted to admit.

Nirivi herself arrived not long after Vin finished. The Matron Mother was wearing an elegant black skirt with knee-high boots and long slits on the side of each leg. Her left arm was bare, while her right was sheathed in a shoulder-length glove that ended in slender adamantine claws. I’d never seen anything quite like it.

But my gaze was mostly drawn to her top, which was little more than an intricate silken bra with silver trim. Her flat stomach was bare and ready for my golden brand.

“My lord,” she greeted me, her ruby eyes sparkling. “I trust that this room will be acceptable for the ritual?”

“I believe so,” I replied, turning to Vin.

“It is untraditional, but adequate,” she said with forced haughtiness.

Nirivi seemed amused rather than offended by the response. “I’m glad to hear it. As you know, the drow have no use for matrimony. Males are disposable pleasures at best. The idea of submitting to one is…unthinkable.”

“Well, you had better get used to it, because tonight you’ll be pledging your obedience to a dragon.” Vin lifted her chin high. “And to me.”

I struggled to repress a sigh. I had really hoped to avoid this particular argument for a second time, especially so early. If the two of them fought again now, before the ceremony had even really begun…

“If I’m not mistaken, the duty of the First Wife is to ensure that the dragon’s bed is never empty,” Nirivi said. “Since that will never be a problem for Lord Farric, you may not have much to do.”

Vin’s lip twitched. “The First Wife also ensures that the other members of his harem behave.”

“Ah, of course. Well, you needn’t worry about that where I’m concerned. Rules are for lesser females, not elite ones like us.”

“The rules apply to all of a dragon’s wives. I will not perform the branding ritual until you pledge your obedience to the dragon and to me, his First Wife.”

Nirivi chuckled, which only seemed to annoy Vin more. The drow sashayed forward, her ruby eyes never leaving the priestess.

What’s her game here? I wondered. She must realize how difficult she could make this for herself…

“Lia greatly admires you,” Nirivi said. “While extolling your virtues, she informed me that you’re something of a dilettante when it comes to charm magic, yes?”

Vin’s brow creased slightly. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“Such channeling techniques are quite powerful, perhaps even more than shadow magic in the right hands. You could use it to compel my obedience.”

“What? No!” Vin shook her head. “You are supposed to be a dragon wife, not a puppet. Lord Farric and I need your willing obedience. Otherwise…”

The priestess trailed off when Nirivi moved so close that their bodies were nearly touching. The Matron Mother was only slightly taller than Vin, and most of that came from her heels. Yet when the two of them were so close together, it still seemed as if Nirivi were looming over the priestess somehow.

“Use it,” Nirivi said. “Prove your strength. Show me that you are worth obeying.”

I was tempted to intervene and try to put an end to this posturing duel of theirs, but the truth was that this awkward arrangement was never going to work unless the two of them sorted things out. So for now, I decided to wait and see what happened.

“Fine,” Vin said. “We’ll start by having you get on your knees where you belong.”

I felt the surge in the Aether as she spoke, just like when she had used the same magic on the palace guards when we’d slipped out to try and rescue Kyriel. Nirivi’s eyes widened, and I held my breath and waited for her to sink to her knees like she had been ordered. But the seconds ticked away, and the Matron Mother remained stationary.

But she did smile.

“Good,” she said in a low, dark purr. “You have talent, but it is unrefined. I could help you explore this gift and make you even more persuasive.”

Vin grit her teeth in frustration. “I don’t need your help! I can—”

Her voice cut off when Nirivi abruptly lifted her gloved hand and placed it on Vin’s cheek. The priestess’s breath froze in her throat, and her entire body seized up. At first, I thought she was simply afraid that Nirivi was going to scratch her…but then her eyelids began to flutter, and a soft, delighted moan escaped her lips.

“There,” Nirivi whispered. “Excquisite, isn’t it?”

Vin couldn’t seem to muster a response. She had gone from looking like she had been stabbed to seeming like I had just rewarded her with a thick offering of dragon seed. She was ensorcelled by Nirivi’s touch.

A Pain Maiden’s touch.

“You really are quite lovely, aren’t you?” Nirivi said, examining Vin’s face more closely.

“What…oh…” Vin breathed, still flushed and delirious. “What…what is this?”

“Just a little taste.” The Matron Mother slowly turned to look at me. “I apologize, veldruk. I was taught to challenge the authority of other females, but I see it won’t be necessary, not when this one is so eager to submit. Obedience is at the very core of her being.”

Vin’s eyes refocused as if she had noticed the veiled insult and wanted to protest. But before she could actually speak, Nirivi turned back to face her, then leaned in and pressed their lips together.

The kiss was rich and sensuous, the same type she had given to Lia. The same type she had given to me. The heat seemed to unthaw Vin’s body, and the priestess eagerly leaned into the embrace even as her knees wobbled in weakness.

I didn’t sense any actual magic, charm or otherwise. Nirivi’s touch was more like a force of nature than a force of magic. I didn’t understand how it worked, only that it did.

She held the priestess’s gaze when she pulled back, their mouths still lurking within a tongue’s lick of the other. Vin’s chest heaved beneath the thin fabric of her red robe. A thin sheen of excited sweat glistened on her belly, making my golden brand sparkle. Her anger seemed to have been completely replaced by yearning anticipation.

With anyone else, the transition would have been surprising. With Vin…well, perhaps not as much.

“The two of us will accomplish great things together,” Nirivi whispered, her voice a husky purr. “Don’t you agree?”

Vin nodded rapidly, still struggling to speak. I yearned to reach out and embrace them both, but I didn’t want to break the spell. Not yet.

“We shall serve the dragon together, you and I,” Nirivi said. “We shall show him pleasures unlike any he’s ever known…and we shall rule over the rest of his breeding harem with adamantine claws.”

She kept her hand on the other woman’s chin for another few seconds, then finally pulled back. Vin inhaled sharply and blinked as if she was waking from a nap.

“Shall we begin?” Nirivi asked.

“Y-yes,” Vin managed, nodding. “Right away.”
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The girls asked me to leave the room so that they could complete their preparations. A part of me desperately wanted to stay. Watching them kiss had gotten me hard and ready to burst, and I was eager to give them what would undoubtedly be the first many offerings of dragon seed tonight, especially since I’d behaved and stopped myself from providing Vin with an early taste. But I could be a patient man when I needed to be, so I honored their wishes and waited outside for a few minutes.

Earlier today, I wasn’t sure I would have been willing to leave them alone together, but after Nirivi’s little power play, it seemed as if they could manage without killing each other. Still, I had a sneaking suspicion that when I returned, I would find Vin shackled and collared while Nirivi lashed her with a whip.

Regardless, Vin needed to apply the brand mold to Nirivi’s stomach before we started, and it was apparently considered bad luck for the dragon to see the invisible ink applied before his seed catalyzed the mixture and seared the symbol into his new wife’s flesh. The ritual was intended to maintain the illusion that the female’s womb had always belonged to the dragon, but she had simply been waiting for him to claim it.

I wondered if Vin might also try to teach Nirivi the traditional lines for the ceremony. It was possible, but I found it difficult to picture the Matron Mother being so transparently submissive to any male, even a dragon. I would find out soon enough.

In any event, I allowed Vin to handle all the details. Marriage ceremonies were the province of females in every culture I was aware of, and men seemed perfectly content to leave it that way. I certainly was.

Nirivi’s leather-clad handmaiden brought me some wine and food while I waited. Half an hour later, they called me back inside. I still wasn’t sure what to expect when I opened the door, but the wall sconces had extinguished, leaving a handful of candles in the center of the room as the only source of light. To my amazement, Nirivi actually was kneeling on the floor when I entered.

And just as incredibly, so was Vinarys. There were no chains or collars on the floor like last time, but Nirivi’s left arm—the bare one—was bound to Vin’s right with a strip of black cloth.

“My lord,” Nirivi said, a sly smile on her lips. “We are grateful that you have chosen to honor us with your presence.”

My mind flashed back to the bonding ceremony with Vinarys and all the scripted lines we were supposed to recite, but it seemed as if my Dragon Priestess was already making changes for the occasion. She should have been looming over the new bride, not kneeling next to her. Perhaps binding their arms together was a compromise they had worked out?

Regardless, Vin still looked flush, breathless, and hungry for my seed. Nirivi probably could have gotten her to agree to anything when she was in a mood like this.

“By the grace of Lahara and the authority of the Empire, it is the task of the First Wife and Dragon Priestess to bring other worthy women into a Wyrm Lord’s harem,” Vin said. “Today, we once again honor this tradition, a binding of destiny in blood and seed.”

I moved forward and deactivated my glamour stone. My cock swelled at the sight of them together, Vin’s pale skin a striking contrast to Nirivi’s gray. The golden crest on the former’s belly shimmered in the candlelight.

“Unions between the surface and the Great Dark are rare, though not as rare as those between man and elf,” Vin said. “Under the watchful eyes of the Dragon Goddess, let us pray that this alliance brings peace and prosperity to both our peoples.”

“Together, we shall crush our enemies beneath our heel,” Nirivi declared. “Let none stand against the might of a united House Farric and House Ulyr.”

I blinked in surprise, unsure of how to respond. This wasn’t exactly the same script that Vin had run through before…

“Each new wife must add something unique to the dragon’s harem,” Vin said. “House Ulyr offers strength forged in bitter conflict and knowledge harnessed from the world’s deepest shadows. Do you accept this gift, Lord Farric?”

“I do,” I said.

“Good. Then it is time for your dark bride to demonstrate her skill and obedience.” Vin turned and studied Nirivi’s profile. “I believe she will be an effective servant, and that her womb will be a vessel worthy of your blood legacy. Do you wish to give her the chance to prove herself?”

“Absolutely.”

“Then mark her flesh in the name of House Farric, so that every male in the Empire, from dragon to dustborn, drow to Avetharri, knows that her womb is yours and yours alone.”

Squatting in front of them, I reached for the bowl of golden ink, then traced the outline of the shield and dragon crest on Nirivi’s belly. Her red eyes stayed locked on me the entire time, as if challenging me not to falter.

“May I become a worthy vessel of our combined power,” she said. “To carry our legacy into the future.”

“The bond must be opened with blood,” Vin said. “Offer your life to the dragon, and pray for his mercy.”

It took Nirivi a moment, but she eventually leaned her head back and exposed the unblemished gray skin of her neck. Igniting my blood, I transformed my hand into a dragon claw, then nicked her throat and drew a thin line of blood. After collecting several drops, I delivered them to the ink on her belly.

Vin nodded in approval. “Now, to seal the bond in seed by demonstrating your skill to the dragon.”

Standing upright again, I offered her my thick, swollen cock.

Nirivi accepted the challenge, leaning forward and slowly opening her mouth. Her tongue emerged from her lips, then ran lengthwise across my shaft. I moaned in appreciation, fascinated by the contrast of her red mouth against her gray skin. Her tongue paused when it returned to the tip, then rolled gently over the swollen head. The moist heat almost tickled, and I yearned to feel the embrace of her drow throat for the first time.

Vin just seemed to be yearning for me to spill. From the way she was biting down on her lip, she was clearly excited by watching Nirivi.

“How long is this part of the ritual supposed to last?” Nirivi asked.

“As long as it takes to make him spill,” Vin replied as if it were obvious.

“But that isn’t much of a challenge. Why not draw it out and make him beg for release?”

“Because the ritual is about demonstrating worthiness, not exerting control. A dragon wife must be beautiful and skilled enough to make her master spill whenever he desires.”

Nirivi’s tongue flicked over the head of my cock again. “Surley no aspiring wife has ever failed such a trivial test?”

“It has happened before,” Vin said, eyeing my stem as if it were taking all her willpower not to devour it. “Not all women possess our gifts.”

“How pathetic. Why bother holding elite females to the standards of their lessers?” Nirivi’s red eyes flicked up to mine as she dragged her tongue back along the shaft. “The two of us could break his will at any moment.”

Vin smiled. “Well, in the age of the Blood Drought, dragons must take many wives. Holding every female to our high standards would make it difficult if not impossible to assemble a full breeding harem.”

“I see.” Nirivi dragged her tongue back and paused at the tip again. “The two of us have nothing to prove, then. I see no reason why we shouldn’t take our time and enjoy the great bounty before us together.”

“But that’s…” Vin trailed off, a flicker of competing emotions on her face. On the one hand, there was Vaz Gorati tradition; on the other, there was Nirivi’s flattery.

Under different circumstances, it would have been interesting to see which of the two won out. But when her lust entered the free-for-all, it quickly ended the contest.

“That’s a good idea,” she finished, then lunged forward and dragged her tongue along the length of my shaft. Nirivi joined her, and my manhood was soon under attack from both sides at once. But I was confident that my defenses could hold for a little while, so there was nothing to do besides lean back and see how the battle played out.

The girls looked at one another as they worked, communicating with their eyes and tongues rather than words. Each time one would swallow an inch, they would hastily pull back and allow the other to have her fair share. It seemed remarkably egalitarian at first, but it didn’t last. I could see the competitive glint in their eyes when they started taking me deeper with each pass.

I might have been concerned if I didn’t have my own problems, namely that I was already struggling to hold back. The fact that two of the most beautiful women I’d ever met were busy competing for my cock made the challenge difficult enough, but the welcoming heat of their mouths followed by the flashes of cold air when they pulled back was driving me over the edge.

I was supposed to spill in Nirivi’s mouth to complete the ritual, so when Vin took me deep, I tried my best to resist a little longer. But her throat had become my cock’s favorite harbor these past few months, and she knew exactly how to coax the biggest load out of me whether she was using her hands or not. I clenched my hands into fists at my sides, and I tried to think about anything besides her lips wrapped around me.

But Nirivi had been waiting for this moment. Just before Vin could pull back, I felt the claws of her gloved hand on my leg. Resisting a Pain Maiden’s touch had been a challenge even after I had spilled several times. Now, while I was on the edge, it was completely impossible.

“Shit!” I yelped as I exploded in Vin’s mouth. She froze in place as I blasted her tonsils, surprised and euphoric all at once. There was far too much for her to take all at once; by the third spurt, it was seeping over her lips.

“Oh dear, it would seem that you overpowered his meager will,” Nirivi said, then tutted at me as her lips curled in amusement.

Vin’s eyes flashed once I finally spent, belatedly realizing that this wasn’t how things were supposed to go for the branding. But when she turned to the drow, Nirivi was just smiling in amusement.

“It’s all right,” she said. “I will let you do the honors.”

The Matron Mother leaned backward on her unshackled hand until her bare stomach was at an angle rather than straight. It was only then, as she gave Vin an inviting look, that I realized the nature of this power play. She was clearly eager to bait the priestess into altering the standard Vaz Gorati tradition yet again.

But Vin, bless her horny soul, swallowed the bait whole. Or would have it, if her mouth wasn’t already full. She shuffled forward, placing her lips over the drow’s belly, then allowed my seed to pour over her lips and onto the brand.

The viscous stream hissed the moment it touched the blood and ink, like grease tossed on a fire. Nirivi inhaled sharply, her body clenching at the sudden spike of pain. The intensity must have surprised her, but it definitely hadn’t upset her. If anything, she seemed to be enjoying it.

“Dyne…” she breathed, her eyes fluttering.

I watched, mesmerized, as Vin allowed every spare drop to dribble upon the drow. And as the hissing subsided, the symbol of House Farric gradually became visible. The sparkling gold was a perfect contrast to the matte gray of Nirivi’s skin. Gods, it was going to look even better on her than I’d imagined…

Vin carefully watched Nirivi’s reaction, perhaps as aroused as I was that the pain of the branding seemed to be giving the drow so much pleasure. She didn’t even need to recite the line about basking in the torment that Lia had delivered during her ceremony.

“You are marked by the dragon,” Vin said, pearly white lines still dangling from her lips. “Now and forever.”

The priestess slowly turned to look at me. “May I present the Second Wife of your house, Matron Mother Nirivi Farric.”

I smiled, but Nirivi still seemed overstimulated by the brand. Her red eyes flashed, and she abruptly reached out and grabbed Vin by the hair. Nirivi pulled the priestess in for a very wet, very messy kiss, and she devoured every drop that Vin hadn’t spilled upon her. Then, just as abruptly, she pulled Vin’s head back again and looked at me.

“I must have you,” Nirivi said, her voice a dark and sultry growl. “Now.”

With a thrust of her hand, she pushed Vin away hard enough to snap the black cloth holding their arms together—cloth I now recognized as a pair of panties.

Nirivi’s panties.

Before I could process that, the drow dove on top of me like a snarling gray panther. I wheezed when I landed on the stone floor, my hands instinctively reaching out to grab her thighs for leverage as Nirivi mounted me. Her loose black skirt spilled over me, and I felt the moist heat of her quim snuggling up against my rapidly rejuvenating manhood. The warmth was a stark contrast to the cold metal from the tips of her gloves, which she placed directly atop my sternum.

“Even your scales will not protect you from me,” Nirivi growled, then dragged the adamantine claw across my chest hard enough to draw blood.

I roared in response, the flash of pain swirling together with the rising pleasure in my loins. In protest, I reached up to her sternum, grabbed her silken bra, and ripped it apart. Her gray breasts bounced as if celebrating their sudden liberation, and I greedily clasped one in each hand.

Nirivi threw back her head and moaned in delight as I fondled her nipples with my thumb. They were already as hard as the stone floor beneath me. Between heavy breaths, her ungloved left hand reached between us in search of my stem. Her long nails grazed the sensitive skin of the shaft, triggering an anxious shiver born of equal parts fear and delight. But then her fingers gently guided me to the entrance of her pulsing drow core.

“Wait!” Vin protested as she crawled over to us, her lips still wet and her face flushed. “You should take her on the bed, and the dragon should always be on top. Otherwise…oh!”

Without even looking at the priestess, Nirivi reached out and touched her arm. Vin inhaled sharply, and her green eyes rolled back into her head as she collapsed onto her side. Her fingers reached beneath her skirt and began frantically rubbing her own quim as if she were trying to smother a fire. Apparently she was even more susceptible to the touch of a Pain Maiden’s than I was…

“She has served her purpose,” Nirivi breathed, her gaze still locked on me as she guided my tip inside her. “Now you are mine, veldruk.”

I squeezed her tits again as she impaled herself upon me. Her cunt seemed every bit as tight as her ass, and I watched in fascination as inch after inch slowly disappeared into her. Like a novice throat struggling to gorge itself on a cock for the first time, her ripe quim took a whole minute to fully envelop me. And once it had, Nirivi bit down on her lip and closed her eyes.

“Nau zhadur…” she managed, her claw squeezing my chest again.

I struggled to catch my own breath. While my loins were consumed by the heat and grip of her dark flower, my eyes were drawn to her abdomen as it flexed and strained, further showing off the golden brand marking her body and womb as mine and mine alone.

“I envy you,” Nirivi breathed, her eyes slowly reopening. “Savouring the sweetest fruit in all the Dark.”

“I envy you,” I breathed back. “Impaled upon the greatest font of power in Lostrien.”

She smiled and leaned forward, bringing her lips within an inch of mine as she began rolling her hips. Kyriel had ridden me enough times by now that I felt like an elven saddle, and I had learned how to temper myself even when I wasn’t controlling the movements. The fact that I’d just exploded over Vin’s lips certainly helped, but Nirivi’s walls were so tight and hot that it almost didn’t matter. I felt like I could let myself go and erupt whenever I wanted.

But I intended to make her work for her bounty. And I was going to enjoy every moment of it.

“From screeching agony,” she breathed, her claw scraping my chest again, “to unfathomable bliss.”

“I like the second one.”

“Are you certain, jaluk?”

I moaned as she churned her hips again. “Pretty sure, yeah.”

Her lips brushed against mine, but when I tried to lean up and kiss her, she pulled back.

“You are gravely mistaken,” Nirivi scolded. “Let me show you.”

I braced myself, expecting her to rake my chest again, but her hand slid off me altogether. The chill on my neck warned me what was coming next, but it was too late to stop her.

Leaning back, Nirivi pulled her hands to the sides and tightened her icy garrote. I tried to cry out, but the freezing band was already squeezing my windpipe.

“Such a simple-minded creature,” she said, her eyes flashing in challenge. “There is no victory without challenge. No euphoria without torment.”

She yanked harder on her magical noose, tightening it with her bare hand while her claws returned to my sternum. At the same time, she began bouncing atop of me in earnest, and I watched through hazy eyes as my cock slid in and out of her. I tried to grab the string of the garrote, only to feel a flash of pain as it froze my fingers. My defiance only made her smile and pull the noose tighter.

“I will give you my womb, veldruk,” Nirivi said. “But I will take all of you in return!”

She moaned wildly as she rode me, her carnal walls squeezing me toward release. Ignoring the chill, I grabbed the garrote with both hands, fighting against it and my own pleasure before she abruptly leaned forward and let it go slack again. Her mouth once again hovered above mine, her breath as hot as the noose was cold.

“I will haunt your dreams when we are apart,” she purred through frantic, moaning breaths. “I will be your one and only obsession when we are together. You will thirst for me. Beg for me.”

Nirivi finally kissed me, though only for a moment before she pulled back again.

“And our union will forge power unlike any other,” she declared. “Human and elf. Light and shadow. Fire and ice. Now give it to me! Give me your seed!”

She reared back again, pulling the garrote tight as she did so. But I’d had more than enough of her games. If she wanted my seed, she was going to get it on my terms.

With a draconic growl, I slapped the garrote from her hands, breaking the spell as I forcefully rolled her over onto her back. She looked angry as I mounted her. Furious, even. Right up until my hands closed around her throat and squeezed.

“I’ll haunt your dreams, too,” I growled. “The dustborn who broke the drow.”

I squeezed hard as I drove my full length into her. With her garrote gone, her legs spread, and her heels high in the air, Nirivi was utterly helpless. Yet when she grabbed the wrists at her throat, she didn’t even try to break free. She just looked up at me, eyes alit with joy as I pounded her tight cunt into submission with long, brutal strokes.

“You’re mine!” I thundered. “Your house. Your city. Your womb. Argh!”

With a final thrust, I exploded inside her, filling my new property to the brim. Nirivi squealed breathlessly, her hand still on my wrists and her thighs clamped hard around my waist. I held her throat until I was spent, then gradually eased my grip as I caught my breath. It was only then when I realized my fingers had partially transformed into dragon claws. When I glanced down at my chest, some of my flesh had turned into golden scales as well.

Creatures of power and domination indeed…

My hands tenderly traced down her sides and then back up her thighs. Her heels looked even more like daggers when they were upside down right next to my head. I gave her smooth thighs a squeeze, then leaned in close until my lips were hovering over hers again.

“Sorry,” I whispered, kissing her collarbone right below where I’d squeezed her throat. “Not sure what came over me.”

“An unquenchable lust for the most desirable female you’ve ever known,” Nirivi replied. “Do not ruin your triumph with an apology.”

I snorted into a laugh, and I had the satisfaction of seeing a smile spread across her lips as well.

“She’s right,” Vin said. “Goddess, that was incredibly hot!”

I turned to see the priestess still on her knees a few feet away. She had stripped off her robe, and one hand was fondling her breasts while the other held her upright. Her face was thoroughly flushed as if she were the one I had just pounded into oblivion.

“You practically ripped her apart,” Vin added as she crawled toward me. “Does it look like that when you take me?”

“Erm,” I muttered.

“We need more mirrors in your room,” she said. “Maybe an archival crystal so we can watch it afterward.”

Before I could comment, she touched my cheek and pulled me in for a kiss. It was as wet and deep and desperate as always, possibly more.

“You have some left, right?” Vin asked hopefully. Greedily.

“Probably, but I might need a few—”

“Good, because I am not spitting it out again!” she interrupted, smacking her lips as if she were completely parched.

With a dark chuckle, Nirivi swung her legs out of the way and gently pushed me off her. “Never let it be said that drow matrons are unwilling to share. You may have him next…sister.”

Her fingers touched her golden brand as she eyed Vin, and the two of them shared a smile that was so lecherous, so hungry, that it seemed downright profane.

“See, I knew we’d get along in the end,” Vin said, reaching out to swallow my overworked and extremely sensitive cock. “Nothing helps with diplomacy better than sharing a hot meal.”


Interlude
Rilas


The journey into the heart of the Doriath Mountains was long, dark, and confusing. Without the ability to shift into the Pale, the path would have been impossible to tread without dozens of laborers, sorcerers, and provisions for both. Days would have stretched into weeks, and the return trip would have undoubtedly been every bit as dangerous and grueling.

The whole experience made Rilas more impressed than ever that the drow had been able to build their underground empire without it all collapsing in on itself or being devoured by monsters. Though evidently, some of their cities had suffered that fate in ages past.

“Vaen Fresla,” Captain Jhael said, pointing across the vast cavern to where a dozen huge broken spires were surrounded by an equally battered stone wall. “Once the home of House Vrysak until it was overwhelmed by the Godcursed over a thousand years ago. It is a wonder that any of the buildings are left standing.”

“The elements are far more destructive than warfare, over time,” Rilas replied. “To build a tower in the Great Dark is to build a monument that can endure the weight of history.”

The Tirzak were the ones who had shared that particular pearl of wisdom with him, albeit in a less eloquent way. Since the reign of the Wyrm Lords had forced the mantis warriors underground, they had learned to embrace the advantages of life without a sky. The vast clutch-homes beneath the Garothi Peaks may not have been anywhere as impressive as Ust Perya, but they would endure for millennia without the withering torments of rain or shifting seasons.

“We are getting close now,” Rilas announced. “Come.”

He continued through the darkness in his White Wyrmidon form, endeavoring to strike a balance between power and mobility. Earlier this morning, when he and the shadow knight had first begun their journey, Rilas had insisted on traveling as a full dragon. He would have stayed that way if they’d been able to remain within the Pale, but Jhael’s body, unlike his, couldn’t endure the torments of the shadow realm forever. Rilas couldn’t navigate as well there either; the Eye of Abalor had given him instructions and where to reach his new servants, but he found that he still required some landmarks in the physical world in order to follow them properly.

Like everywhere else in the Great Dark, the space surrounding them shifted between uncomfortably narrow warrens and impossibly vast caverns. They were in the latter now, and the walls were only visible thanks to the pockets of luminescent flora. But there were fewer of them than outside Ust Perya, and Rilas needed his superior draconic vision to see more than a few feet ahead of him at any given time. Jhael’s light-sensitive drow eyes remained far more effective.

“The air is thick here,” Jhael said, moving as silently as a shadow despite his heavy black armor. “It teems with old magic.”

“The oldest,” Rilas agreed, opening his senses and allowing both the Aether and the Pale to flow through him in equal measure. “A battle was fought here, one of the first between the dying gods and their rebellious followers who believed they could hide from their divine wrath. They were mistaken.”

He could feel the other man’s eyes upon him without looking.

“The Zertath Barra told you this?” he asked.

“Not directly,” Rilas said, his eyes narrowing as they studied the dark path before them. The stalagmites were so sharp and jagged they were like the teeth of an enormous dragon rising from the stone floor. “I have seen scattered thoughts and images of a time before history.”

He glanced back up at the distant city, a trove of old memories rising in the back of his mind. He knew that they weren’t his own, but whenever he concentrated upon them, they felt as if they could have been. The sensation was as intriguing and disturbing as when he had first absorbed the Godsoul fragment within the Pale. In a bizarre way, it had been like merging someone else’s body with his own, whereas the shadow crystal—the Eye of Abalor—was like merging with someone else’s mind.

“The first disciples to turn against the Old Gods suffered many defeats on their path to eventual victory,” Rilas said. “Abalor sought to make an example of them before they could inspire others to their cause. They battled his loyal servants here, but their punishment was servitude rather than annihilation. Their bloodkin still linger here in the stones, twisted and malformed by time and magic.”

“And you truly believe they will fight for us?”

“For us? No. Against our enemies? Very much yes.”

Rilas cast a glance upward. His draconic vision struggled to make out the ceiling through the oppressive darkness. There just wasn’t enough glowing flora here. Apparently even the plants knew better than to disturb those cursed by the gods.

“You cannot instruct a mighty river where to flow,” Rilas added. “At best, you can guide it in a more useful direction.”

“At the Dragon Sovereign and her minions?”

“Yes. The Godcursed have slumbered for an age. All we must do is provide them with a target worthy of their eternal hatred.”

They continued onward through the darkness in silence. Rilas could sense something at the edges of his mind, like a flicker of motion at the periphery of his vision. It rippled through the Aether itself, a current of discordant magic that grew stronger and more dangerous the deeper they traveled.

The sensation was…unsettling. This place was dangerous. Without the Godsoul to protect him, even he would be vulnerable to the wrath of these monsters.

When Abalor had created the Godcursed, the abominations who had come to be known as the Chol, he had ostensibly shaped them into a twisted visage of his own rage against the elven sorcerers who had stolen his power. The Chol hated magic, and they were drawn to anyone who channeled the Aether like moths to a flame.

Rilas has heard stories about the Wyrm Lords driving the Chol deep into the mountains like they had done with the Tirzak, the orc tribes, and anyone else who had dared stand against them. However, he wasn’t entirely clear how his fellow dragons had accomplished such a feat. Obliterating Tirzak with flaming breath was one thing, but fighting the Chol was quite another. Perhaps the truth was more complicated, just as it seemed to be with everything else.

“The air stirs,” Jhael said, hands clutching tightly at his blade as they approached the outskirts of the ancient drow city. “Something is wrong.”

“Very wrong,” Rilas replied. “In exactly the right way.”

He smiled as he panned his vision across the crumbling walls of the ancient drow city. They were close enough now that his draconic vision could compensate for the darkness, and he could see that the fortifications were in even worse shape than he’d thought. The old spires weren’t much better off. The elements may not have destroyed them, but time had taken its own hammer to the stone.

Time…and the monsters they were here to find.

“The Godcursed draw near,” he warned. “Their presence will be difficult to bear. I will try to protect you, but I cannot—arg!”

Rilas snarled as a spike of pain jabbed into his skull. He clutched at his head, feeling around in search of a physical wound. But no arrow had struck him, nor had a spear been lodged in his skull. The unexpected assault was targeting his mind, not his body. Discordant screams exploded inside his head, like thousands of suffering souls shrieking all at once. He had known this attack was coming, and he’d thought he would be ready for it.

But he’d been wrong. Catastrophically—possibly fatally—wrong.

“Vel’bol zhah…?” Jhael blurted out, clutching madly at his helmet. The effort was futile, of course; there was nothing he could do to block out the Wailing. The rage of the Chol, embodied by their screeching psychic agony, was more powerful than the will of any sorcerer, perhaps even a dragon…

Not just a dragon, Rilas snarled to himself. A dragon carrying the fragment of a Godsoul.

He could feel the awesome power of the Godsoul fragment brimming inside him, connecting him to his Tirzak disciples all the way back on the surface. Distance didn’t seem to matter; the only thing that severed his connection was shifting into the Pale. Unfortunately, there was no way for his followers to aid him here. What he needed was the wisdom of the Infinite God…

But Abalor didn’t seem interested in sharing it, and Rilas collapsed to his knees as the Wailing continued its assault on his mind. He couldn’t concentrate; he couldn’t focus. And worst of all, his dragon blood began to cool. He watched in horror as his white claws, scrambling for purchase on the ground, began to transform back into feeble highborn flesh. His senses dulled, his muscles atrophied, and he was once again the half-blind, crippled scion who had barely survived long enough to realize he could become so much more.

“No…” he snarled, gritting his teeth.

He could feel the Chol closing in around him, their withered elven bodies yearning to tear him apart. Abalor had forged them in hatred, and the burning fragment of the Infinite God’s soul seemed content to let his abominations feast. The Sarodihm cultist, Nisanya, had described her lord as a being of pure vengeance, so perhaps he simply wanted Rilas to die. Perhaps he didn’t care if his Godsoul fragment rotted alone down here for another thousand years.

“No!” Rilas repeated, screaming. “I am no mere vessel to be discarded! I am a Dragon God!”

He couldn’t tell if the words awakened something inside him or the Godsoul, but the Wailing slowly began to subside. His mind refocused, and he could feel both the Aether and the Pale again. Most importantly of all, his dragon blood ignited, and he transformed from a pathetic, broken man into the White Wyrm, the savior of House Bastrel.

Next to him, Jhael remained incapacitated. It was the same fate the Chol inflicted upon all sorcerers—the same fate that Rilas intended to use as a weapon. But he still needed the aid of the shadow knights, and there must have been a way he could protect them…

Drawing in a deep breath, he attempted to reshape the soul’s power in a new way. While he normally allowed its power to flow outward like rivers branching off an ocean, this time he pulled the divine tides inward to create a bulwark around himself and his companion.

The shadow knight inhaled sharply, then gradually lifted himself upright again.

“The screams…they fade,” Jhael said, still holding out his blade as his red eyes scoured the darkness of the ancient ruined city. “But we are not alone.”

“We are most certainly not,” Rilas agreed. “But they won’t attack us, not now.”

He looked back up at the city. Dark figures lurked in the shadows of the ruined buildings, flitting in and about without ever lingering in one place for long. If they had been approaching a conventional army, the figures might have been sentries or scouts. But the Chol were anything but conventional. The legends spoke of them as a near mindless horde rather than an army, and based on the foul stench assaulting his senses, Rilas suspected they were right.

“These creatures are your weapon?” Jhael asked.

“The last one that we will need to secure our victory,” Rilas said. “Those without sorcerous blood can’t even hear their Wailing, but those with it will be utterly crippled by their mere presence. Three dragons, ten dragons, it doesn’t matter. The Sovereign and her loyalists will be powerless against them.”

A wide, satisfied smile slowly stretched across his maw. “And once they are dead, Lostrien will finally be mine.”


9
Fragile Future


I woke up naked, but not alone. I could feel the heat of a body pressed against me, and it only took a few moments for my eyes to adjust to the dim violet light and see that it was Vinarys. She was lying on her back, her head turned to the side and her bosom rising and falling slowly with each breath. I couldn’t remember exactly how either of us had ended up in this position, but apparently we had both managed to crawl onto Nirivi’s huge bed before we had fallen asleep.

Unfortunately, the Matron Mother herself—my newly branded wife—was nowhere to be found.

I groaned as I leaned up. My muscles were stiff, but my cock was downright sore. I hadn’t thought that such a thing was possible, not after the month-long orgy of elven flesh I’d been enjoying since the night of the Tasting. But the branding ceremony for a drow wife had pushed all of us to our limits, even me. I could definitely use some Vaz Gorati magic to recover, but Vin didn’t appear to be in a position to help anyone.

Chuckling in amusement, I ran my finger over the brand on her belly and between her breasts. They were still a touch red from the fun after we had moved to the bedroom, as were her wrists, ankles, and neck. I would have been concerned if I hadn’t watched her finish so hard so repeatedly. She’d barely been able to talk by the end of the night, let alone stand up. She hadn’t been this exhausted after her own branding.

“You were right—you did learn to get along in the end,” I whispered as I caressed her cheek. She didn’t moan or move or show any sign of consciousness whatsoever. But that was fine. We couldn’t afford to stay in Ust Perya for long, but a few more hours wouldn’t hurt anything. Traveling through the Underworld while exhausted wasn’t a good idea anyway.

I eventually dragged myself out of bed, and I strongly considered diving right into the bathing pool. But I feared that the hot water might put me back to sleep rather than wake me up, and I figured I may as well wait for Vin anyway. Food was a bigger concern, since my stomach started rumbling the moment my feet hit the floor. The strange drow fruit on the nightstand was barely palatable, as was the mushroom bread. I couldn’t decide if they were more or less likely to be poisoned since I’d found them in the Matron Mother’s room…

I ate just enough to where I was merely hungry rather than ravenous, then set out to find Nirivi. The guards escorted me to the estate courtyard, though they seemed surly about being asked to do so. I wondered if being in a perpetually sour mood was an intrinsic trait of drow males, but then I remembered that the Wymguard soldiers in the palace often seemed put-upon by escort duty as well. Perhaps the job of watching over spoiled nobles was terrible regardless of whether you were a highborn or a drow.

Nirivi was speaking with several drow females when I arrived, all of whom wore elaborate armored dresses that marked them as important members of their own houses. Nirivi herself was back in her Matron Mother guise, though when she half-turned her body to look at me, I could see my golden brand on her gray belly. It had looked great on her last night; it looked even better framed by an adamantine breastplate.

She dismissed the other females with a flick of her wrist, but their red eyes lingered upon me while they sauntered out of the courtyard. Back in Tir Bereth, such looks were either disgusted or lecherous, depending on whether the woman in question saw me as a dustborn or a dragon. The looks of the drow women, by contrast, were calculating and inquisitive, as if they were trying to decide what to do with me while also searching for any signs of vulnerability.

I was tempted to transform right in front of them, but my draconic body would destroy half the courtyard if I did so. I didn’t want to trash my new wife’s house on our first official day of marriage.

As I approached Nirivi, my first impulse was to smile and embrace her like I would Kyriel, Vin, or Lia. But since we were in public, I managed to keep my hands at my sides and my expression neutral. None of the drow who were observing us, male or female, wanted to see their Matron Mother embrace anyone, even her dragon husband.

“Lord Farric,” Nirivi said. Her voice was low enough that her words couldn’t be overheard by anyone, but it was also loud enough that she wouldn’t appear to be whispering. “I’m surprised to see you awake so early. I expected you would need more rest.”

“I recover quickly,” I replied, matching her volume and tone.

She didn’t smile, but her red eyes did sparkle. “I appreciate you not making a scene. The other house matrons would not have appreciated needless human sentimentality.”

I suppressed a snort. “You’re right. It would be utterly foolish for a husband to embrace his new wife.”

“I’m glad you understand,” Nirivi replied, her eyes twinkling again. “There are no wives or husbands in Ust Perya.”

“Right,” I muttered. “No offense, but it’s a bloody miracle your people have survived this long.”

“Sentimentality requires vulnerability, which the creatures of the Dark are eager to exploit.”

She spoke the words, but I could tell there was no passion behind them. Instead, she took my arm and led me across the courtyard. I should have been offended; a dragon shouldn’t be led anywhere by anyone. But I understood that this was all for show, and I trusted her to do whatever was necessary to maintain the image she required. It would benefit both of us in the end.

“I don’t like it any more than you do,” Nirivi said once we were out of earshot of everyone. “But we must be very careful. I have desecrated my flesh on behalf of a male. Any other hint of weakness at this point could prove fatal.”

“I know,” I assured her. “But for what it is worth, I think it looks good on you.”

“So do I,” she said, her fingers squeezing my arm. “And I am proud to be among the first to wear it.”

“Well, next time you visit Tir Bereth, we can hold hands and embrace in public all we want.”

“I doubt the highborn wish to see that, either,” Nirivi replied mildly. “Come, let us move back to my parlor.”

I could feel more eyes upon us as she led me back into the estate. I couldn’t begin to imagine how exhausting it must have been to have the vultures constantly circling around your head. Nirivi carried a great burden on those high heels of hers, and I wished that there were some way I could bring her home with me. Plenty of Avetharri would look upon her with scorn, but they wouldn’t be constantly scheming against her now that she wore my brand.

Once we arrived in her parlor, I expected her to move to her throne-like chair and ask me to sit, but she did nothing of the sort. The instant the door closed, she pulled me in for a kiss. It was deep and passionate, hungry and desperate, as if we hadn’t seen each other for months rather than hours. My hands reflexively fell to her sides while hers curled around my neck.

“Is this how human males would prefer their wives to greet them?” Nirivi whispered when she eventually leaned away.

“I imagine any male would prefer being greeted like that,” I rasped.

“Such selfish creatures,” she teased, sliding her fingers along the stubble on my cheeks. “Always demanding attention they have not earned.”

“I don’t know, I worked pretty hard to earn it last night. You may put on a performance for your people every day, but those noises you made last night sounded very real.”

“They were.”

Nirivi kissed me again. Our tongues swirled together for another minute before she stepped away and gathered herself. She gestured to the divan at the center of the parlor, and rather than sit across from me on her throne, she eased herself down onto my lap.

“How is your priestess?” she asked, an amused glimmer in her red eyes.

“Drained,” I replied. “Vin had a rough night.”

Nirivi snickered. “I admit, it is curious that you would choose such a servile female as your First Wife.”

“It is the traditional role of a Dragon Priestess. And besides, Vin earned it.”

“How?”

“She had the courage to believe in me from the very beginning. A dragon couldn’t have a more loyal wife.” I paused, then grinned. “I’m just glad that the two of you worked things out.”

“Her fear was driven by her insecurity. She was worried that I would attempt to usurp her authority within your harem.”

“I won’t need to. You can call her First Wife all you like, veldruk. We both know who will truly command your other females.”

Nirivi’s eyes flashed again, and I couldn’t decide if she was being serious or not. That was probably for the best.

“Not that I will be in a position to do anything for some time,” she added after a moment. “My duties here will prevent me from living in your castle. Ust Perya will require a very steady, very active hand if it is going to survive.”

“I know,” I murmured, wishing more than ever that it weren’t true. “Is that what your conversation with the other females was about?”

“The topic came up. It is important for me to bear your brand to all the major players in the city as soon as possible. In the longterm, the peace will only hold if they can imagine their own daughters swelling with your power. My pregnancy will have to be very…public.”

I nodded, then placed my hand atop her flat stomach. My relationship with Kyriel was also more public than I would have liked, and the vassal lords of Lostrien would also want their time at the proverbial trough. But the stakes down here were so much higher, since we were attempting to replace tradition rather than preserve it.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I wish it didn’t have to be like this.”

“I need your seed, not your pity,” Nirivi replied with a smirk. “Though I agree that the circumstances are less than ideal. If not for the war above, I could simply lock you in a dungeon and use you however and whenever I saw fit.”

“The Pain Maiden’s prison…probably not as entertaining as it sounds.”

“Far more entertaining, actually,” she said, her long fingers tracing along my jawbone. “Elven wombs often resist the incursion of dustborn seed. It might be a while before yours takes, so it would be convenient to have you at my beck and call.”

“Convenient for both of us,” I agreed.

“Indeed.”

She brought her lips so close it was difficult to resist the urge to kiss them. And since my glamour stone didn’t offer any real support, she must have felt my stem hardening against the back of her legs.

“Before I left, Lia told me that she was very interested in helping me breed you,” I whispered.

“I’m sure she is,” Nirivi smirked. “Another reason I wish I could visit you more often.”

“Then I suppose I’ll just have to return as often as I can.”

“The promise of my touch will lure you back. One day I will make you spill until you are as dry as the Droughtlands of Abethaal. You will be so thoroughly exhausted, so utterly spent, that you will beg me to stop.”

I swallowed. “Well, my schedule is open right now…”

She laughed. It was uncharacteristically loud and boisterous, and it led to another long kiss.

“I do wish there was more I could do to help,” she lamented as our lips parted and she sidled up against me. “But I simply cannot afford to weaken my position here. Ulyr barely has enough warriors to defend itself.”

“I understand,” I said. “I don’t suppose you know any secret entrances into Oro Sarn? Maybe some old drow passages that lead right into the master bedroom?

“I’m afraid not. The old network of tunnels my people once used to trade with your fiefdoms has long since collapsed. It will take years if not decades to restore them all.”

I nodded. It was disappointing, but not surprising. As much as I would have liked to return to the surface with an army, I hadn’t been so foolish as to expect one.

Nirivi paused and rubbed at her forehead. “I could send a few shadow knights, perhaps four or five. It won’t be enough to support an assault of the scale you’re planning, but they could defend your camp.”

“The wardstones should take care of that,” I said. “It’s not worth leaving yourself vulnerable.”

“I won’t be. At least, not as much as others might think.” She paused for a heartbeat. “I was tempted to ask the other houses to send more, but the truth is that I wouldn’t trust them. I’m not entirely sure I trust all of mine. But I could spare a few, if for no other reason than the political benefit. The Great Houses of Lostrien should see tangible evidence of our union as soon as possible.”

I nodded. “You’re right about that. Most of the vassal lords aren’t going to trust you no matter what, but a gesture from you, even a small one, will take arrows out of their quiver. Sending a few elite soldiers rather than a whole army is actually better. If I brought too many home with me, some of the officers and nobles might act like we’ve been invaded and panic.”

Nirivi smiled thinly. “You’re learning to think about politics like a battlefield. Good.”

I groaned. “I’m just being realistic. We need to win this war, but we also need to be in a good position when it’s all over. Alliances will be tenuous.”

“But the dragon’s seed will bind them all together. It may prove a more effective tool for peace than any war.”

She chuckled, then sauntered over to one of the small circular tables by her imposing chair. She retrieved a scroll that was stretched out across the surface.

“Speaking of the future, there is one last thing I wanted to mention before you leave,” she said. “I know that you and Vinarys consulted the library in the Tower of Sorcery before you left.”

“We’ll bring the books back, I promise,” I said, sounding a little too defensive to my own ears. “I just wanted to look for—”

“I’m not worried about the books. But one of the precious few house sorcerers I trust brought something to my attention recently. There is a danger in defeating Rilas that you may not have considered.”

I frowned. It was not at all what I expected her to say. “You mean the fact that if he dies, there will be no one to control the Tirzak?”

“Oh, I’m sure you can handle the mantis men, especially since many of them will be crippled by the Wasting Echo. No, I’m concerned about the fate of the Godsoul itself. Have you considered what will happen when and if you destroy its host?”

“The magisters brought it to our attention, but they don’t have any good solutions,” I conceded. “It’s difficult to find information on the Godsouls. The Vaz Gorati have spent eons insisting that they don’t exist.”

“And burying evidence to the contrary, I’m sure,” Nirivi replied with a nod. “We don’t have as much information as I would have hoped, either. Accounts from the Godswar are vague at best, outright deceptive at worst. And those from the Godsworn themselves are every bit as unreliable.”

I gestured at the scroll. “But you found something.”

She drew in a deep breath, then slowly let it out. “There is a record from several millennia ago where a drow absorbed the power of a Godsoul fragment and temporarily challenged the priestesses of the Spider Queen. When he was finally defeated, the soul exploded out of his body and was absorbed by another, not unlike a demon seeking a new body when its host is destroyed.”

“The magisters made a similar comparison. It’s pretty disturbing.” I pressed my lips into a tight line. “Though I’ve heard it suggested that demons are the nightmares of the imprisoned gods.”

Nirivi shrugged. “All I know is that the soul supposedly passed between several individuals before a shadow knight captured one of the hosts and took her into the Pale before killing her. The soul, just like the gods it belonged to, cannot pass through the Veil.”

“Interesting,” I murmured thoughtfully. “In general, Kyriel has been trying to avoid fighting him there where he seems to have all the advantages.”

“That is probably wise, but I wished to relay the information regardless. If the city were still standing, it would have been worth consulting their archives.”

“Did the battle destroy it?”

“Not that battle,” she said, rolling up the parchment before handing it to me. “Less than a year later, everyone in Vaen Fresla was slaughtered by the Chol.”

My cheek twitched. “Were they drawn by the Godsoul?”

“I don’t know, but it seems possible. That is part of their mythos. I doubt you needed another reason to try and banish the Godsoul. But if you did, that’s as good as any. No need to awaken any other horrors inside the mountains.”

“Agreed,” I said, unrolling the parchment a few inches.

“I’m afraid that your scholars will need to translate it again,” Nirivi said. “But it’s the best I can do under the circumstances.”

“I’m sure it will be helpful. Thank you.”

Her smile reappeared, though only at one corner of her mouth. “I’m not familiar enough with matrimonial rites to know for certain, but I imagine that an untranslated scroll makes for a poor wedding gift.”

I laughed. Drow humor seemed to rotate between dark and dry. I could appreciate both, in the right context.

“Avetharri nobles don’t seem to worry about gifts or dowries where dragons are concerned, and neither do I,” I said. “I just wish you could come with us.”

“One day, Miranndii.”

I frowned. “A new word?”

“Husband,” Nirivi said as she floated back to me on those heels of hers.

“Ah,” I replied, smiling and sliding my arms around her waist. “I’m surprised your people even have a word for that.”

“We don’t. I just made it up.”

She kissed me before I could decide if she was being serious or not. All other concerns melted away on the heat of her lips.

“I will get you those knights,” Nirivi whispered after a moment. “How long until your priestess wakes?”

“Probably a while still,” I said. “Why?”

“It’s what I told you last night.”

“Hmm?”

“I will give you my womb, Miranndii,” Nirivi purred. “But I will take all of you in return.”
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Vin did indeed sleep for a while, and Nirivi and I made good use of every minute. Our only limitations were social rather than physical. Eventually, she simply had to attend to her duties and get back to ruling Ust Perya, and I needed to pack up and head back to the surface.

I greatly wished that we had more time—a single day exploring my new wife’s body didn’t seem like too much to ask. But our armies should have left for the Crossroads yesterday morning, and they would likely arrive by tonight. I needed to join them as quickly as possible, especially given Kyriel’s continuing inability to transform on her own.

Once Vin was awake and ready, I took a quick lap over the city in my dragon form just to let everyone know I was there. This way, it would be even more meaningful when Nirivi showed off her new brand.

Four Ulyr shadow knights were waiting to escort us back to the surface as promised, and their black armor and stern faces were as cold as their reputation. Their leader, Raelos, introduced himself and pledged his loyalty to the Matron Mother’s dragon consort, which caused Vin to promptly correct him about my proper title. I feared it would lead to an incident, but thankfully they didn’t protest. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that it would be the first obstacle of many.

If nothing else, we were able to test their competence right away. I had predicted that the monsters of the Dark wouldn’t leave us alone two journeys in a row, and I was right. The monsters that leapt out of the shadows were large and almost crab-like, but with huge, disgusting tentacles in addition to pincers. I had no idea what the drow called them, nor any interest in asking Raelos. All that mattered was that he and his men flit around the battlefield like living shadows, cleaving carapace and tentacles with ease. The monsters were also smart enough to recognize the danger of dragonfire, at least after I roasted one of them inside its chitinous shell. The rest retreated without incident.

With four shadow knights accompanying us, I couldn’t fly us all the way into the city as a group, so I had the shadow knights wait while I informed our allies that they would be joining us. Vin and I reached Tir Bereth shortly before nightfall, and I had General Laeryl dispatch a squad to go and fetch them. She clearly wasn’t thrilled about more drow coming into the city, but she wasn’t stupid or petty enough to make an issue of it.

The whole thing was going to be even more awkward than normal because virtually everyone else, Sovereign Alessara included, had already left the city to join with our marching armies. Laeryl was the most important person who had stayed behind, and that was purely because we had moved the wardstones. Her Wyrmguard were doubling or tripling security in all the sensitive locations that were now unprotected.

Once that was finally arranged, I took Vin and flew back to the palace aviary where Kyriel and Liawen were waiting for us. I gave them a brief rundown of events as we headed inside, knowing full well that Vin would describe all the salacious parts to them in detail later. In fact, when she headed to the chapel, she took Lia with her specifically to catch up on girl talk.

Kyriel and I continued walking through the palace once they were gone, and she told me everything that had happened here over the past day and a half. Rilas hadn’t launched any new attacks, thank the Goddess, though his shadow knights had struck another supply caravan moving from Anon Falir to Vereska. That wasn’t good, obviously, though all things considered it could have been a lot worse.

“We could consider using Nirivi’s shadow knights as guards for our supply caravans for the main army,” I said as we continued walking through the palace together. “If I were him, that’s where I would direct my next strikes, especially once I learned that we have wardstones protecting the actual soldiers.”

“That’s a good idea,” Kyriel agreed. “Frankly, it’s probably better than keeping them in the main camp. Less chance of any…conflicts.”

“For what it’s worth, Captain Raelos and his men seem disciplined enough not to pick random fights. And I doubt Nirivi would have sent them if she wasn’t confident they’d behave.”

“It’s not them I’m worried about. This is a combined house army, and many of the scions from the Great Houses have something to prove.” She groaned in contempt. “In any event, we do need to bring them to the main camp at least once. Everyone needs to see them in the flesh so that they can’t complain about House Ulyr’s lack of contribution later.”

“Right,” I muttered. It would have been nice if we could have focused all our attention on the important war against Rilas, not the stupid and petty one that would follow after his defeat. But sadly, that wasn’t an option.

“My parents are both with the army,” Kyriel said, her eyes flicking up to the Valostri banners on the pristine cerulean walls. “The palace feels so empty without them.”

I nodded absently. In a way, it felt more crowded than normal to me simply because there were so many of the blue-armored Wyrmguard soldiers everywhere. In a more disturbing way, it also reminded me of earlier this summer when Alessara had been incapacitated and we’d thought Malion was dead.

“The mood in the city is also different,” I commented. “Everyone knows the Legion is on the march. We weren’t out there long, but I swore I could sense the tension.”

“We’ve been recalling legionaries and house soldiers for over a month,” Kyriel said. “The people know what’s at stake. One way or another, this will all be coming to an end soon.”

I nodded gravely. We continued walking in silence, and the princess slipped her hand in mine. It was a small and subtle gesture of affection, but one she’d never done before. I doubted it was customary for a Dragon Sovereign or a Dragon Princess to hold hands with their consorts, especially in public. I had certainly never seen Alessara do it with Malion.

But there was something deeply comforting about it, especially when she squeezed. I instantly felt better about everything. The war, the politics of the Sovereign’s Court…none of it seemed to matter as much when I was holding her.

Eventually, we ended up in her quarters. The balcony wall was still sealed off thanks to the damage she’d done during her first transformation, and the room didn’t feel nearly as secure without the wardstone in the corner. But that just meant it was all the more important for us to stay together tonight so we could defend each other.

The moment the door shut behind us, Kyriel rose up on her tiptoes and kissed me. I half expected her to leap into my arms and drag me to bed, but her embrace was more warm and soothing than lustful. She just held me close for several minutes as our tongues swirled together.

Servants arrived with food not long afterward, and we enjoyed a meal of bread, wine, and smoked meat that made my mouth water even before I tasted it. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until I demolished the entire serving plate, and while I laid back on the bed to digest, Kyriel sat down and plucked her lyre.

I smiled as the rich, delicate sounds filled the room, especially when she began to sing. I had known that she had a beautiful voice, but we’d always been so busy—or so horny—that I’d never been able to listen to her for more than a few minutes at a time before. Now that I had the chance, I realized how much I’d been missing out. She was incredibly gifted, especially for someone so young by elven standards.

I wasn’t a musician myself, and my knowledge of the Avetharri classics was embarrassingly limited. But the piece she had chosen was slow and forlorn at first, then cheerful and energetic. I couldn’t help but close my eyes and let the music carry me away. Far enough, it turned out, that I eventually drifted off.

When I woke up later, I felt an immediate flush of embarrassment when I realized that the music had stopped and the glowstones were dim. Kyriel’s naked body was pressed up against me, and her hands were idly tracing along the outline of my chest.

“Damn,” I breathed, blinking. “I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s all right,” Kyriel soothed, her lips brushing against my ear. “I was hoping it would help you relax. Seemed to work a little too well—I was barely halfway through the concerto.”

“It was wonderful. I didn’t realize you had such range.”

“I’ll be better in a few decades, assuming I ever have time to practice.” She snickered as she nuzzled her nose against mine. “Who knows, maybe it will also help our son or daughter get to sleep.”

I laughed, then slipped my arm around her waist and pulled her close. Her breasts were warm against my chest, and I slid my hand down her side so my fingers could appreciate the softness of her thighs.

“I’m just amazed that the mighty Sol Farric is finally worn out,” Kyriel whispered. “It must have been one hell of a branding ceremony.”

“It was…taxing,” I replied. “But I’m still willing to perform my royal duties.”

Kyriel snickered. “As hard as it is to believe, I can actually survive without you inside me for one night.”

“But do you want to?”

“What I want is to be close to my dragon husband. This might be the last peace and quiet we get for a few days.”

“True,” I said, squeezing her waist again. “Besides, you’ll need some help transforming in the morning.”

“Yes, I will.”

We shared a knowing giggle, and she kissed me again. As our tongues swirled together, I couldn’t remember ever feeling more at peace.

“You know, you probably should tell your parents about this limitation of yours,” I whispered. “We’ll have to work around it during the final battle.”

“Maybe, but not until we attack Oro Sarn,” Kyriel said. “Tomorrow night we’ll be on the road, and the night after that you and I will try to sneak into the fortress.”

“So your parents settled on that plan after all?”

“They did, and mother has a plan to help us out. She can give you all the details tomorrow night at camp.”

I nodded as I continued dragging my fingers over her lower back and upper thighs. I would never get tired of her smooth, silky skin.

“My father told me I should leverage my strengths,” Kyriel said after a moment. “In this case, I’m more confident fighting Rilas with my bow than as a dragon. I actually hope he tries to stop us while we’re in the fortress.”

“So do I, but I doubt we’ll get that lucky,” I said. “But I wouldn’t be surprised if we encounter some of his new shadow knights.”

“I’ll happily deal with them, too.”

I smiled tightly. Normally, a simple bow wouldn’t have been much use against elite soldiers in adamantine armor, but Kyriel wouldn’t be firing steel bodkins at them. Her Palefire arrows could roast them no matter what armor they were wearing, as could my dragonbreath.

“I have a map of the Oro Sarn keep,” Kyriel added. “We can study it tomorrow in camp. My father used to visit all the time, so he can give us guidance if we have any questions about which rooms to search first.”

“Good,” I said, but my thoughts had already shifted away from the mountain fortress. “There is something else I didn’t mention earlier. Nirivi had her sorcerers doing some research, and she brought up an interesting point about Rilas and his Godsoul. If we do manage to kill him, the soul could…well, escape. There’s a chance it could find a new host, like a demon.”

Kyriel’s expression turned tight, and her hands stopped rubbing my chest. “You think it could move into one of the Tirzak?”

“Presumably, it could move into anyone, maybe without their knowledge or consent. No one seems to know exactly how they work.” I shrugged. “The best bet is to try and drag Rilas into the Pale and kill him there. Godsouls can’t pass through the Veil without a host…at least, not according to the drow.”

“That isn’t going to be easy. I’m not even sure I can force him into the Pale if I tried. He has the same gifts that I do.”

“I don’t have a plan, either, but I wanted to bring it up so we could think about it over the next few days and maybe come up with something.”

Kyriel took in a long, slow breath, then shook her head. “I don’t want to think about it right now. I don’t want to think about the war at all. That’s tomorrow’s business.”

I smiled, then reached up and feathered a hand through her golden hair. “Agreed. So how do you want to spend the rest of the night?”

“In peace and quiet,” she said, swinging her slender leg all the way over my body. Once she was straddling me, she brought her lips to mine and smiled. “With you.”


Interlude
Nirivi


“My spy in House Orthan claims that they’ve made another overture to House Ilani, but so far there’s been no answer. There are no other signs of any plays being made against us.”

“Of course there aren’t,” Nirivi said. “Everyone’s waiting to see what happens on the surface. They don’t want to commit themselves to anything just in case my dragon dies and House Valostri falls.”

Livya remained silent for several seconds, her dark blue eyes searching the Matron Mother’s face for any sign of weakness. At least, that was what Nirivi imagined the other woman was doing, because it was what she imagined everyone was doing all the time in Ust Perya.

One couldn’t afford to bleed while swimming with sharks.

A faeyn acolyte at Zinshasa’s Embrace had said that once, and the phrase had stuck with Nirivi ever since. She’d never heard a better description of her home.

“Is your dragon going to die?” Livya asked eventually.

“No,” Nirivi said.

“Are you certain?”

“No.”

Nirivi reached for her wine and took another sip. The sweet liquid wasn’t nearly as relaxing as it used to be, but it was better than nothing. She had felt off-balance ever since Sol had returned to the surface. Some of that was simple frustration that she’d only had a single night with her dragon husband. There were still so many ways she wanted to test him…and so many ways she wanted him to test her.

But mostly, she was increasingly unsettled by the fact that he was about to wage war on her half-brother while she sat here alone on her dark throne. No drow female enjoyed leaving her fate in the hands of others. She wanted to be there at his side defending his flank and choking his enemies.

“Rilas Bastrel won’t sit there and die quietly,” Nirivi said. “We need to do something.”

She repressed a shiver. Every time she thought about her half-brother, she remembered how easily he had slipped through her security. If he did win this war somehow, he would be back for her…and there was nothing she could do to stop him.

“You’ve already done something—you sent Raelos and his men,” Livya reminded her. “Against my suggestion, I might add.”

“That was for politics, not battle. We need to do something meaningful.”

“We can’t, not without compromising our position here.”

“If Rilas wins, our position here won’t matter.”

Her spymistress went silent again. Livya was as cold and calculating as they came, which was, oddly, one of the reasons Nirivi trusted her more than everyone else. Livya wouldn’t betray and kill her Matron Mother out of raw ambition; she would only strike if she thought Nirivi was incompetent.

It was a slight improvement, but an improvement nonetheless.

“I’m going to speak with my sister again,” Nirivi said.

“To prove to yourself that she’s an irredeemable liability?” Livya asked.

“Because she wouldn’t have made a bargain with Rilas unless she had some contingency plan she could use against him.”

The spymistress scoffed. “You give her too much credit.”

“Perhaps,” Nirivi conceded as she set down her wine and stood. “I’ll find out soon enough.”

She dismissed Livya with a flick of her chin, and the leather-clad spymistress glided out of the Matron Mother’s parlor. Her heels didn’t even make noise when they touched the floor. It was a subtle trick of illusion magic that Nirivi had always found illuminating. Unlike most elite drow females, who liked to imagine the click of their heels spreading terror through their minions, Livya preferred to move silently. Like the shadow knights, her blade could strike anywhere unannounced.

Once she was gone, Nirivi summoned her guards and migrated to the opposite side of the estate. The warden, Felarin, had done as she was told and released her prisoner from the dungeon, but Sulestra was obviously still being kept under lock and key. The small room had been reserved for lesser members of the House, but all the recent death and destruction had freed up a great deal of space. Two drow warriors were waiting outside, and they allowed the Matron Mother inside without question.

Sulestra was no longer naked or chained to a wall. She was dressed in simple house finery, though her neck was encircled by a spiked metal suppression collar to prevent her from channeling in the unforeseen circumstance that the Spider Queen once again started answering her prayers. Sulestra was sitting in a chair reading in the small breakfast nook when Nirivi entered, and she turned and gave her sister a baleful look.

“If you’ve come in search of gratitude, you will find none,” Sulestra said.

“Good,” Nirivi replied as she shut the door behind her. “I would hate to think that my mercy turned you soft.”

Her sister’s cheek twitched in annoyance. Sulestra’s legs were crossed, but her feet were bare. She was no longer important enough for armor or heels.

“You’ll be just as disappointed if you expect me to renounce the Spider Queen,” she added. “If that’s your game, you may as well send me back to the dungeon.”

“Felarin would be happy to hear that,” Nirivi said. “She’d love nothing more than to break out the whip and needles. Livya, too. They think I’m showing weakness by sparing you.”

“You are.”

“I refuse to discard a tool when it might still prove useful.”

Sulestra scoffed and closed her book. She rose to her feet and stepped closer, likely believing it would make her seem more intimidating and defiant. But if anything, it had the opposite effect. Without heels or adamantine, the once proud general of House Ulyr’s armies seemed as frail as an elder matron.

“I see that the dustborn has finally branded you,” Sulestra said, eyeing her sister’s bare stomach with disgust. “How does it feel to be the whore of a lowly dustborn?”

“Better than being the slave of a dead goddess,” Nirivi replied. “Your power withers. Mine shall only grow.”

“Like a cancer devouring what little remains of your dignity.”

Nirivi didn’t give her sister the satisfaction of a response. “The war on the surface nears its end,” she said instead. “House Valostri intends to attack the White Wyrm.”

“You mean your half-brother, don’t you?” Sulestra sneered. “His weak and vile blood flows in your veins.”

“Captain Jhael has joined him.”

Sulestra’s smirk instantly faded. “What?”

“His surviving knights as well,” Nirivi added. “For a time, I wondered if they might attempt to rescue you, but apparently they would rather serve another male instead.”

“Despicable cretins! They must be punished for this treachery.”

“Sadly, they’re beyond our reach for now. We’ll have to wait and see if the surfacers kill them for us.”

Sulestra’s eyes narrowed. “That’s it? They betray our house and our people, and you’re content to let the surfacers have them?”

“I have bigger problems to worry about than a few disobedient males. I just thought you should know how quickly they forsook you.”

Her sister’s jaw clenched, and Nirivi allowed herself to smile contentedly as she slowly sat down in the nook’s other chair. She had twisted the knife like she’d planned; all that remained now was to see how her sister reacted.

“You’re not just weak, you’re pathetic!” Sulestra spat. “Defiant males must be brought to heel, lest others rebel. The future of Ust Perya depends upon it.”

“I didn’t think you cared about that anymore.”

“I care more about our people and our traditions than you ever will! I would kill Jhael and his men myself.”

“How?”

“By hunting them down and destroying them!”

“Inside the White Wyrm’s fortress?”

“If that is where they are hiding, yes. It isn’t nearly as invulnerable as you might think.”

“You know a way in?”

Sulestra snorted. “You don’t seriously believe I made a bargain with that snake without having a contingency plan, do you?”

Nirivi allowed herself to look surprised. It wasn’t easy to play this game and appear the fool in front of her sister, but there was no other way to secure Sulestra’s aid. The moment she suspected she might be helping Nirivi, she would fall silent. But as long as she could feel smug and superior to her half-sister, she would reveal her plans without hesitation.

“My soldiers have been exploring and mapping the old tunnels for years,” Sulestra said with a contemptuous flick of her wrist. “Mother had become complacent, and she refused to dedicate resources to the task. But I knew that one day we would need leverage on the highborn again, and most of the old smuggling tunnels remain intact. We could have had leverage on every house in Lostrien.”

“I thought they were all destroyed during the Imperial secession,” Nirivi said, hoping she appeared more skeptical than interested. “Or the civil war when our family came to power.”

“Damaged, but not destroyed,” Sulestra said. “I have detailed maps of almost all of them. Once mother was out of the way, I planned to rebuild as many as possible.”

“You really believe you could use them to get into Oro Sarn?”

“Not to the castle, but into the dragon sanctuary below it. Most records were lost during the secession fight, but Teviss and several other houses were using the tunnels to smuggle goods to the Windsong dragons. Adamantine, weapons, drow aphrodisiacs…whatever they wanted that the Empire denied them.”

Nirivi mulled it over. Dragon sanctuaries were notoriously huge spaces, so it wasn’t as if getting into one would put her face-to-face with Rilas. There would undoubtedly be plenty of guards outside it, and he might have even had some of the Tirzak living there by now. But if there was a chance that she could safely move a small force to Oro Sarn without being detected, then perhaps she could find a way to help Sol after all…

“If I’m not mistaken, there hasn’t been a Windsong dragon in a very long time,” she said. “Not since the early days of the Blood Drought.”

“No, there hasn’t been. The sanctuary is virtually empty.” Sulestra paused, her red eyes glittering with sudden suspicion. “You don’t care about a few disobedient males.”

“Not particularly, no,” Nirivi admitted.

“Then what is this about, Sister? Do you wish to pay your wretched sibling a visit?”

“I want to stop him from winning this war. And so do you.”

Sulestra snorted. “You think I care if he destroys your human owner or any of our wretched surface cousins?”

“No, but I think you care that he betrayed you,” Nirivi said. “Just like Jhael and his men.”

Her sister’s eyes narrowed. If she realized that she’d just been baited into revealing her secrets—which she almost certainly did by now—then the only remaining question here was whether her wrath was more powerful than her pride.

“You said you had maps,” Nirivi added. “I want them.”

Sulestra’s lips started to curl upward but froze halfway, as if they weren’t yet willing to commit to a smile. “And you honestly expect me to give them to you?”

“If you want to punish these disobedient males, then yes. There’s no other way for us to reach them.”

“Perhaps I’d rather watch you fail yet again,” Sulestra said. “You can’t force me to do anything. A stronger female could, but you’re too weak and emotional for that. You won’t even give me back to the warden.”

“You’re right, I won’t,” Nirivi said, casually crossing her legs. “ I don’t need to. Do you know why?”

Her sister finally sank back into her own chair. “Enlighten me.”

“Because you wouldn’t have spent all this time and effort creating maps of the old tunnels without protecting them, probably with some kind of obscuring illusion that prevents anyone else from looking at them. I could have the enchantments dispelled, but that would take time—time I don’t have.”

Nirivi leaned forward. “That means if I want to use these maps, I will need to take you with me. And if I take you with me, it means you’ll have a chance to betray me once you’re free. And that, dear sister, is an opportunity you would never pass up.”

Sulestra paused for a moment, then laughed. It was dark and bitter, but not defiant. And at that moment, Nirivi knew that she’d won.

“Very well, Sister, I will show you the maps,” Sulestra conceded. “And when the time is right, I will show you my dagger as well.”

“Good,” Nirivi said. “I would expect nothing less.”


10
The Front


I awoke to the moist, clenching heat of an elven mouth, and I moaned in contentment before I could muster the will to open my eyes. My first thought was that it was very unprincess-like of Kyriel to imbibe her consort without being pleasured herself first. My second was how much I loved the fact that she had already left all that traditional nonsense behind. My third was the realization that she must have wanted to head out for the front right away, so she was getting me hard and ready for her necessary dragon injection.

“The room still isn’t repaired,” I groaned, gently placing my hand on the back of the head bobbing up and down over my waist. “Are you sure you want to—oh!”

My eyes opened when the texture of the hair felt wrong, and I realized that the warm, adoring throat currently acting as a sheath for my cock belonged to Liawen, not Kyriel. My concubine swallowed my full length one more time before she slowly pulled back and looked up at me, a mischievous smile on her wet lips.

“Princess Kyriel will be back soon,” Lia said. Her fingers took the place of her mouth, curling around the base of my shaft and gently stroking to keep me hard. “I thought I’d wake you in time for breakfast.”

“How thoughtful,” I managed through heavy breaths. Her cleavage was hovering right above my cock, so it took a lot of effort to look away. But when I finally managed, I saw that she’d set food out on the table across the chamber.

Apparently, I’d slept especially deep last night. I couldn’t remember waking up a single time. Snuggling with Kyriel all night had proven to be just as relaxing as fucking her repeatedly. Whoever would have guessed?

“I missed you in Ust Perya,” I told her. I feathered my hand through her brown hair, then gently caressed her smooth cheek.

“From what Vinarys described, it doesn’t sound that way,” Lia said with a snicker. “She said you were well taken care of.”

“I…oh…” I moaned, trying to steel myself so I didn’t erupt all over her chin. “It still would have been nice if you’d been there.”

“As I said, my lord, I will come along next time when the breeding commences.” She planted a soft kiss on the tip of my stem as her fingers kept me at a simmer. “Drow females are notoriously stubborn. Even her womb may not wish to yield to your seed right away.”

“I suppose we’ll find out.”

I moaned again as she began stroking me harder, and her dark eyes glittered as she planned her next oral assault. But I had missed her, too, and there was a better way to show it than letting her do all the work.

“Come here,” I beckoned.

Lia had just parted her lips to swallow me again, but despite how eager she was to taste me, she obediently paused and did as she was told. Her lithe faeyn body moved like a panther as she crawled toward me and I kissed her the moment she was in range. Then, with a feral grunt, I rolled her over and got her on her back where she belonged.

Her olive skirt was barely an obstacle, and the fact she wasn’t wearing panties confirmed to me that she had expected—or perhaps merely hoped—that I’d end up inside her before departing to the front. I was more than happy to grant her wish, and I took great satisfaction in watching her eyes roll back into her head as I eased myself inside her.

“I realized something before,” I whispered as I stretched her open. “I never thanked you for introducing me to your Pain Maiden friend.”

Lia smiled into a moan, her thighs squeezing my waist and her arms wrapping around my neck. “You don’t need to thank me for anything, my lord. I’m happy to serve.”

“I’m going to do it anyway,” I told her. “Here…”

I pulled back then slammed into her again, which drew an immediate gasp of delight from her lips. I kissed them right after, and our mouths didn’t part even when I filled her tight quim to the brim and beyond. Her embrace was always so warm and welcoming that it would have been easy to completely lose track of time, and I likely would have done just that if Kyriel didn’t return a few minutes later.

Despite all the time I’d already spent sharing their bodies, I still felt a small flash of embarrassment when she came into her own room only to see me fucking my concubine in her bed. But the princess was all smiles, and she didn’t seem particularly surprised.

“And here I thought you were supposed to be bringing him breakfast,” Kyriel said, pausing by the table and popping a grape into her mouth. She had used her glamour stone to conjure an illusory version of her supple leather armor, which made it seem like she was ready to go. Aveshalare and the rest of her real equipment were probably packed and waiting for her outside.

“I’m sorry, Your Highness,” Lia said, still panting. “I didn’t mean to—”

“That’s all right, we’re all going to have to get used to taking a piece of him whenever we can,” the princess said. “Besides, it’s the easiest way to make sure lazy dragons don’t sleep all day.”

She glided over to the bed, and she gave me and her former handmaiden a gentle kiss. A few moments later, we made our way to the table and started eating in earnest. Today’s bread was thin, warm, and chewy, but Lia had also brought me a shank of ham with some kind of glaze that made it melt in my mouth.

Lia helped me bathe afterward, a by now familiar process which would have inevitably concluded with me bursting inside her again if I didn’t need to save up a transformation injection for Kyriel. Vinarys arrived while I was still in the pool, and she and Kyriel had a conversation while we finished up. It might have been my imagination, but I was reasonably sure that the priestess had added another half an inch to her heels since yesterday, and her top was definitely cropped higher than usual as if to ensure that everyone could clearly see her brand even if they were a dozen yards away…

“I just don’t understand why the two of you need to leave so soon,” Vin said once I was cleaned and properly glamoured in an illusion of my old suit of Blue Legion centurion armor. “You’re dragons! You could fly out in two days and still be there in time.”

“I told you, it’s important for us to travel with the army,” Kyriel said. “It will boost morale. We also need to scout the western mountains and finalize our attack plans before we arrive.”

“It doesn’t seem that important when so many things need your attention at home.” Vin squeezed my bicep and leaned against me. “One thing in particular.”

I planted a kiss on the top of her head. “We’ll be back before you know it,” I soothed, knowing that she was more nervous than horny for once. “And there’s plenty for you to do here. Everyone in the city has seen the soldiers on the move. They know what’s about to happen, and I’m sure they can use some spiritual guidance.”

“I suppose,” she muttered. “Though I fear there will be a riot among the elite once more of them realize the wardstones have been taken out of the palace and Gûl Norigaad.”

“They’ll manage somehow,” Kyriel said. “But I told General Laeryl that the two of you are to be under protection the entire time we’re gone. Don’t even try to give the Wyrmguard the slip.”

Vin snorted. “Pretty rich, coming from the girl who used to sneak out of the palace when she didn’t like what was for dinner.”

“I mean it,” the princess said. “Don’t let them take their eyes off you.”

“Darling, nobody would dare take their eyes off me now,” Vin said, tracing her brand with a red fingernail. “I’m positively radiant.”

“True,” I agreed, leaning down to kiss her again. I could feel the tension in her lips, and I wished there was something I could do to ease her fears. But sadly, that wasn’t how war worked, even when dragons were involved.

The four of us chatted for a little longer, mostly to put off the inevitable as long as we could. But eventually Kyriel gave me a look, and we shared an understanding nod.

“We have to get moving,” she said. “It will take several hours for us to catch up, and my mother was expecting us around noon.”

“Then it sounds like Sol will need to get you ready to take flight,” Vin said, squeezing my arm again. “We could help, if you wanted…”

“You’re insatiable.”

“I’m very satiable! Let’s prove it by letting him sate me all afternoon.”

Kyriel laughed. I looked at all three of them, the women who had changed my life…and who would define it for many years to come. They were all the reasons a man could ever need to fight.

“We’ll be back in a few days,” Kyriel said. “I promise.”

***

Once we were alone, I gave Kyriel the help she needed to transform, and the two of us were off shortly thereafter. We had to fly straight east, past Tella Lanthir and toward the Crossroads. If everything was proceeding as planned, our army would still be three days from the fort guarding the southeastern approach to Oro Sarn.

As the southern slopes of the Doriath Mountains formed on the horizon, my thoughts flicked back to the last time I’d been here with Arindur and Vin on our quest to rescue Kyriel from the Windsongs. I hadn’t been airborne at the time, and we’d had no idea that Rilas Bastrel existed or that the Tirzak were about to ambush us. We had been living in an entirely different world, and none of us had realized we were about to enter another.

When we eventually caught up with the army, Sovereign Alessara and her escort of leophons and wyverns were already in the air protecting the skies, and we joined with them in the greatest display of draconic power in centuries. I could have been imagining it, but I swore the presence of three Wyrm Lords encouraged everyone to march a little faster. Despite the recent setbacks, our soldiers were clearly confident and inspired. The battle ahead would pose many challenges, but at least morale wouldn’t be one of them.

That night, as the army established a new camp, Kyriel and I once again ended up in the command tent to discuss our evolving battle plans with her parents.

“The scouts got as close as they could to Oro Sarn this afternoon,” Dragon Father Malion said as he set a hastily-written scroll on the war table beside the regional map of the Sallow Steppes. “The white whelp has sent more of his bugs to fortify the southern approach. Most of them are heavily entrenched at Tari Meetima.”

I nodded and looked at the tower on the map. Just like Tari Barad behind us and Tari Hyare in the north, Tari Meetima was a huge, fortified outpost that served as both a watchtower and a garrison. In this case, it protected the road from the Crossroads to Oro Sarn.

“As we expected,” I said. “No need to defend the north since our army withdrew.”

“We could swing further east and bypass the tower altogether,” Malion added. “But without the road, travel would be slow, and putting his forces between us and our supply lines would eventually prove disastrous. So instead, we’re going to make Tari Meetima part of our strategy.”

I arched an eyebrow at him. “How so?”

“Tomorrow night, after we’ve established our camp, I will lead an aerial cavalry raid at the tower under the cover of darkness and storm,” Sovereign Alessara said. “We will inflict as much damage as we can in a short pass, and in the process we’ll hopefully draw Rilas and his flyers out from Oro Sarn. Once they arrive, we’ll retreat back to camp.”

“That’s incredibly dangerous,” Kyriel warned, her brow creased in concern. “Many of the Tirzak flyers are channelers, and there are numerous ballistae on the tower and behind the fortifications surrounding it.”

“They won’t have much of a chance to shoot while we’re cloaked in the storm,” her mother replied. “We’ll hit them hard, and we’ll leave before we get pinned down.”

“What’s important is that it will draw their attention away from the mountain,” Malion said. “The two of you can use that time to enter the old tunnels and sneak into the dungeons the same way I escaped.”

Kyriel idly tucked her hair behind her pointed ears as she thought it over. “You still think it’s best to send the two of us without any other support? We’ve discussed how he might have some of his new shadow knight friends guarding the palace.”

“Especially since he sent the rest of the Windsong to their deaths,” I added. “He’d be a fool to trust any of the soldiers left in the palace—they have more reason than ever to turn against him.”

“He still has delusions of becoming Dragon Sovereign, and he knows how valuable the Windsong wives and daughters could be as leverage.” Kyriel pursed her lips. “If I were him, I’d defend them heavily.”

“All of that is true,” Malion said. “And over the last few days, we’ve discussed the possibility of sending more men with you. It will raise the chances that you get caught, and at first, I thought that wouldn’t necessarily be a bad thing. The whelp would summon more Tirzak, but he might also attempt to confront you in person. In that case, the two of you would get another chance to kill him and put an end to this without a bloody siege.”

“I doubt he’d want to confront us in close quarters,” I mused. “Mobility is his biggest advantage. He knows he’ll struggle to fight both of us at the same time.”

Alessara nodded. “Which is why we ultimately decided against that strategy. It won’t bait him into a fight, but it might summon more forces into the castle and make it more difficult for you to rescue the women. It might even result in more of them getting killed. Sneaking in remains the safer option.”

Kyriel paced in front of the map, one of her few behaviors that reminded me more of her father than her mother. So did the intense look on her face when she was internally debating options.

“Unless he attacks our camp while we’re away,” she said. “With Sol and I in the keep, we’ll be leaving our forces exposed.”

Malion pointed at the location where we planned to establish camp tomorrow night. “That’s what the wardstones are for. He can’t ambush us with his shadow knights, and our camp will still be a four-hour march for his Tirzak at Tari Meetima. If he comes at us with flyers, we have more than enough of our own to fight them off.”

“Besides, attacking us directly would be the stupidest thing he could do,” Alessara said, her blue eyes smoldering in anticipation. “I hope he tries. It will be far easier and less bloody to destroy his forces in the open field than at Oro Sarn.”

“I’m not as worried about the Tirzak as I am about Rilas himself,” Kyriel told them. “No offense, mother, but you’re no match for him as long as he’s empowered by that Godsoul. And we saw firsthand what his Palefrost breath can do.”

“Only when he assassinated our sorcerers first. We’ll be well entrenched here beneath numerous barriers, and I’ve no doubt that I can keep him occupied if I have to.”

I focused my attention on the map. In theory, the plan was sound. Sovereign Alessara was right that Rilas would be foolish to meet us in the open field with the wardstones protecting our army; Oro Sarn was one of the most defensible and fortified locations in Lostrien. His Tirzak channelers had conjured barriers in the Steppes, so between those and the walls even a trio of dragons wouldn’t be able to destroy the keep’s towers and walls without concerted, continuous attacks—attacks that he and his flyers could make difficult.

The Dragon Father was also right that Kyriel and I would have a much easier time dealing with any shadow knights in the keep as a duo rather than alone. We wouldn’t be able to lumber through the corridors as dragons, but I could be a Wyrmidon and she could use her bow. And ultimately, the narrow spaces would work to our advantage, since it would effectively be impossible to swarm us with raw numbers.

“How are we going to coordinate all this?” I asked. “Calling crystals?”

“No, the few we have left we’re keeping in reserve,” Alessara said. “They wouldn’t be of much use here anyway. They won’t tend to work as well when deep underground, and we don’t know enough about the Godsoul or the powers it bestows. If our scrying magic can detect calling crystals, theirs might as well.”

“Besides, we don’t need them,” Malion said with a stiff wave of his hand. “You and Kyriel can wait in the mountains until the Sovereign summons her storm. Once she does, you’ll have about half an hour until our raid reaches Tari Meetima.”

I thought it over, then nodded. “That should work out well enough, but we’re also going to need help getting the Windsong women out of there. Flying a dozen of them out of there will be impossible without saddles…saddles we won’t be able to bring if we’re crawling through the mountains on two legs beforehand.”

“We’ll have three Skywatch wyverns waiting to carry them to safety. They’ll wait for Kyriel’s signal.”

“Which will be?” the princess prompted.

“One of your arrows should work fine,” Malion said. “Fire it into the air and have it explode—our men will be able to see that from miles away down the slope.”

I scratched at my cheek, then pointed at Tari Meetima on the map. “Okay, let’s assume this all works out. We perform the raid and the rescue, then back to camp. Are we still planning to march for the fort the next morning?”

“Yes,” Alessara confirmed. “I’m hopeful that our raid will damage their ballistae and fortifications, but we’ll strike the next day regardless. With three dragons working in concert, the Tirzak won’t be able to hold for long.”

“If the whelp is smart, he’ll fall back to Oro Sarn and let us come to him,” Malion added. “If and when he does, we’ll establish a camp on the road here and discuss how to handle whatever defenders he has left.”

I nodded pensively. The old fortress never looked as intimidating in illustrations as it did in person, but it was going to take a beating even with all three of us working together, there was no way around it.

“If Rilas feels beaten, he’s going to lash out,” Kyriel said. “We need to be ready for him to abandon the castle and start attacking the province at random.”

“If he wants to leave his bugs to die, all the better,” Malion replied. “Every settlement is as fortified as they can make themselves. His impotent rage can cause us some pain, but he can’t win the war. And we’ll run him down eventually.”

An anxious knot twisted in my stomach. ‘Some pain’ was a grievous understatement, though I was sure the Dragon Father knew that. Settlements across Lostrien had fortified themselves as best they could, but they were all still vulnerable to one extent or another. Defending against a dragon wasn’t easy, and defending against a dragon who could slip in and out of the physical world at a whim was effectively impossible. We just had to hope that he cared enough about his new home to actually defend it, but I still wasn’t convinced.

Not that it mattered, since there were no better alternatives.

“There is one last thing,” Kyriel said. “When we do finally confront Rilas, I need to try and get him into the Pale.”

“Why?” her mother asked.

“Because if he dies in the physical world, we’re not sure what will happen to the Godsoul. It could migrate to one of the Tirzak, or it could unleash a storm of chaos on its own. No one seems to know for certain.” The princess pressed her lips into a tight line. “If I can kill him in the Pale, the soul won’t be able to escape.”

The Sovereign and her consort shared a concerned look.

“What made you think of this?” Malion asked. “It’s never come up before.”

“Something Nirivi warned me about while I was in Ust Perya,” I told him. “As you know, the drow are more willing to share information on the Old Gods than we are. It’s still just supposition, but I think it’s worth taking seriously.”

He turned to Kyriel. “From everything you’ve told us, it will be even more difficult to battle him in the Pale.”

“I know,” she said gravely. “But we’ll find a way.”
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That night, as the soldiers ate dinner around the crackling fires, I made it a point to walk from one end of the camp to the other and back. I stopped to chat with the men as I passed by the various cohort command tents, including ones led by centurions I knew and ones I’d never met. I wanted to get to know them all before the night was over, at least a little.

I could almost hear Sovereign Alessara in my ear instructing me to appear as a Wyrmidon in order to project strength. I understood why, and I couldn’t argue with the basic logic. She wanted them to feel protected and inspired by a socially ascendant dustborn.

But at this point, everyone in Lostrien knew the story of Sol Farric, the centurion who had fought in the Parthanex, earned a place in the princess’s Tasting, and ultimately became her consort. They no longer needed to be inspired by my golden scales.

They needed to understand that I was still one of them.

And so I did my rounds as a man, not a dragon. Before we’d left Tir Bereth, I had even packed up my Legion armor for the occasion. Walking around in real cloth and leather felt oddly restrictive for a little while, but it soon felt like coming home. So did the wine and the laughter and the foul humour of men who didn’t know if they would survive the war and return home.

Mostly, though, I found myself impressed by everyone’s discipline and determination. These weren’t the same legionaries of twenty years hence who had fought for their Sovereign emancipator with great heart but limited skill. These men might not have been elite elven soldiers with fifty years of training, but they were far more comparable than they had any right to be. They wouldn’t flinch when dragons soared overheard spitting fire and lighting and frost. They wouldn’t break when a wall of four-armed Tirzak slammed into them. They wouldn’t flee when they were asked to storm the courtyard of Oro Sarn.

They were going to fight, and they were going to win.

As I maneuvered between the tents, I wondered how many of them understood the historical significance of what we were all about to accomplish. An army of free humans was about to bring peace to Lostrien, and a human dragon was about to spawn the next generation of Wyrm Lords. The Empire was on the cusp of a great change, and unlike everything else in a society run by ageless elves, it was all going to happen quickly whether anyone wanted it to or not.

I was on my final pass when Arindur spotted me. As the Ranger-Captain made his way over, I noticed that his right arm was still bandaged.

“You’re looking better,” I said, gesturing to the wrappings. “How is it healing?”

“Strong enough to hold a bow, not strong enough to draw one,” he said as he flexed his fingerless leather glove. “Disappointing. I was hoping to be the one to put an arrow through the white bastard’s eye, maybe earn myself that private villa in the Span you passed up.”

I chuckled, and the two of us continued walking slowly between the tents. The air was colder here at the foot of the mountains than in the Wyrmshade Forest, and I was extra glad that I was wearing real clothing and armor for a change.

“I didn’t think you’d fly in until tomorrow,” I commented.

“We arrived a few hours ago,” Arindur said. “Since the army will be passing through the foothills tomorrow, Legate Morovir wanted the rangers to make sure there are no Tirzak hiding underground.”

“Smart, though I still doubt the bugs will try that again.”

“Probably not, but we’ll set some snares anyway. I’d rather not have any more surprises in this war if I can help it.” He paused for a moment, then gave me a sideways look. “Speaking of, I heard about the plan for tomorrow night. If my arm was doing better, I’d volunteer to come along. Are you sure you don’t want any support?”

I shook my head. “The goal is to get inside undetected if at all possible.”

“Not a task I’d usually assign to dragons,” he commented. “You aren’t exactly known for stealth.”

“I’m certainly not, but Kyriel is. She can get us into the mountain.”

“And back out again if things go wrong.” The ranger’s face scrunched. “You know, I’ve gone my whole life without worrying about shadow magic, and now it’s bloody everywhere. I preferred it when people had to break through walls the old fashioned way.”

“Agreed.”

Arindur came to a halt and cast his gaze east. “Though speaking of walls, I’m not looking forward to attacking the fortress. Oro Sarn was built to be a death trap. We’re going to miss the northern army, I guarantee it.”

“I’m sure we will, but just remember that Rilas was never expecting the fiefdoms to ever come together. This is a desperate last stand, and there’s no way out for him.”

“I wouldn’t say that. It’s not like Oro Sarn is his ancient family home. If I were in his position, I’d try to inflict as much damage as possible, then get out of there. You know how quickly those bugs can breed, and Goddess knows how many of them might still be living in the Garothi Peaks to the south. If he’s smart, he’ll hide and harass the province for a long time.”

“He’s not getting away again,” I said flatly. “I promise you that.”

Arindur grunted, and it seemed as if he were about to make a pithy retort when his eyes fastened on one of the small tents near the western edge of the camp where Captain Raelos and the other Ulyr shadow knights were stationed. They had removed their helmets to eat, otherwise they would have been practically invisible in their black armor. Several Wyrmguard soldiers lurked nearby, as did some other house soldiers who were somehow even less subtle.

“I’m never going to get used to them being here,” Arindur grumbled.

“They won’t be staying for long,” I said. “The Sovereign wanted them to make an appearance, but they’ll be leaving to help protect our supply lines.”

The ranger’s cheek twitched, and he flexed the fingers of his wounded hand. “Normally, I’d say that was a waste of talent, but it’s for the best. Morale is pretty good, but the drow could ruin it in a hurry.”

I shrugged. “Your people have a bigger problem with them than mine, and most of the men are human.”

“I noticed.” Arindur eyed the shadow knights for a long moment. “One day, when this is all over, you’re going to have to tell me what all happened in the Underworld. I mean what really happened. A few months ago, I never would have believed we’d have drow in a Legion camp.”

“A few months ago, you didn’t think it was possible for a human to become a dragon,” I reminded him. “Things change.”

“Far too quickly.” He stayed silent for a moment, then smiled. “Come on, let’s have a drink. It’s going to be a long march tomorrow.”

I nodded, sweeping my gaze across the army again. The mostly human army, fighting not just for the Dragon Sovereign who had emancipated them, but for the human dragon whose very existence was laying a path for the future.

“It will,” I agreed. “But I’m looking forward to it.”


Interlude
Kyriel


Just like the previous day, Sol and Kyriel spent a good portion of the afternoon high in the sky over their army. The road took their forces right alongside the southern foothills of the Doriath Mountains, which meant there would normally be a high potential for an ambush. But Captain Arindur’s rangers combed the hills for threats well ahead of the soldiers, and with three dragons in the sky, Kyriel wasn’t particularly worried about a hundred or even a thousand Tirzak emerging from the dirt. Working in concert, she, Sol, and her mother could blast through any barrier and obliterate the hapless armies below.

Unfortunately, the bugs weren’t that suicidal, and since Rilas didn’t have any more disposable soldiers to throw at them, the journey was reasonably calm. The only real obstacle was some heavy rain in the afternoon, but it proved little more than a nuisance.

By nightfall, the army had established a new camp within the foothills, which made it more defensible than the one last night. Legate Morovir had his men dug in deep just in case the Sovereign’s cavalry raid angered Rilas enough to deploy his soldiers after all. If they came, the Blue Legion would be ready for them.

After conferring with her parents one last time, Kyriel and Sol set out on their own journey. They kept their movements quiet—they didn’t actually want the rank-and-file men to know that they were leaving, let alone where they were going. Everyone would be better off believing that three Wyrm Lords were guarding them at all times. Later, after they had rescued the Windsong women, the truth could come out.

To that end, Kyriel and Sol both started the journey in their true forms. She was clad in her typical light leather garb, while Sol was wearing his old centurion armor. He understood that it wouldn’t handle his eventual Wyrmidon transformation, especially the boots, but he didn’t seem to mind. And frankly, one suit of Legion laminar was a small price to pay for the added protection now where they could be ambushed quite easily by Tirzak hunters.

The moment they started climbing, Kyriel couldn’t help but think about the fact that Rilas had once been holding her prisoner not too far from here. Sol, Vin, and Captain Arindur had led a rescue effort to find her—an effort that had ultimately led to their first confrontation with the White Wyrm. Rilas had humiliated them all quite thoroughly at first, but that was also the moment where Sol’s dragon blood had ignited for the first time.

Kyriel had no doubt that given the choice, he would happily repeat that confrontation again today. Frankly, he would have been willing to fight Rilas alone if that was what it took to bait him out. He had the mentality of a soldier—a protector. He would take almost any risk to end this war and save as many lives as possible.

It’s one of the many things I’ve come to love about him.

The first leg of their ascent proved more difficult than they’d expected, mostly because of the earlier rainstorm that had left the crags and hills muddy and slippery. Kyriel kept wondering if she should shift them into the Pale so they could bypass as much of the rough terrain as possible, but it didn’t seem worth overexposing Sol to the shadow realm before it was absolutely necessary. Sol must have agreed, since he never made the suggestion even while they struggled through a few difficult climbs.

Besides, her father had taught her everything she needed to know about battling foes in the mountains. She had spent so much time in the Garothi Peaks trying to expose the Tirzak threat that she sometimes felt as if she were an honorary Veldrachi Ranger. In some ways, she was. Starmantle blood flowed through her veins; the Highlands were literally a part of her.

All told, Kyriel guessed that it took them about two hours before they drew close to the tunnel exit where her father had made his unlikely escape. Sadly, they didn’t know precisely where it was, since they were operating exclusively on descriptions and landmarks. They were going to have to do some searching—searching that would be much easier as a dragon who could get a clearer view from above—but there was no way for Sol to fly around as a huge wyrm without attracting attention. Kyriel could have shifted to the shadow realm and looked around that way, but doing so would greatly reduce her vision. There was also no guarantee that the entrance would look exactly the same in the physical world as it would in the Pale.

“Only one wyvern sentry so far,” Sol commented from behind her.

“He’s patrolling this entire side of the mountain, not this path in particular,” Kyriel replied quietly. She was squinting through the enchanted spyglass they had brought along. The magic in the devices greatly increased visibility in the dark, though it still wasn’t perfect. The light of the sun had no true rival, even in the Aether.

The two of them would be practically invisible from this distance in the dark, but they were still crouched behind one of the numerous rocky outcroppings along the path. If she were in Rilas’s position, she would have some Tirzak on the ground out here too, and they would be much more likely to spot intruders than a distant rider.

“See anything else?”

“Not yet. There’s…wait.”

Kyriel’s brow furrowed in concentration when she finally noticed movement up ahead. It took her almost a minute, but she eventually spotted the distinct outline of several four-armed creatures creeping around in the shadows.

“Tirzak,” she said. “Two further up the path and one more higher up.”

“Flyers?”

“No, they’re male. Hunters, at a guess.”

“That’s who I would put on sentry duty,” Sol said. “Though it’s a safe bet that at least one of them will be connected to the Godsoul. If they spot us, they’ll alert Rilas right away.”

Kyriel nodded in agreement, then lowered the spyglass. “I wonder how powerful the connection is. Can he actually see through their eyes? Can he feel it when they die?”

“It’s safest to assume that the answer to both is ‘yes.’ So we can’t afford to get spotted, and even if we killed them quickly, it would still alert Rilas that something is wrong.”

“Then it’s time for a new strategy. I’ll slip into the Pale and scout ahead.”

“By yourself?”

“We’re too far for both of us to go. You’ll need to pace your exposure to the shadows until we’re ready to move inside.”

“Are you questioning my endurance?” Sol asked. “Because that’s a first.”

Kyriel flashed him a wry grin, but it was short-lived. She knew he was just trying to lighten the mood, but she was more eager than anxious for now.

“I’ll have a quick look around and see what we’re up against,” Kyriel said. “Once I find the entrance, I’ll come back and get you.”

“All right,” Sol agreed. His cheek twitched, and she could tell that he wasn’t happy about the idea of letting her out of his sight. He never was. “Just don’t take long. I’m a clumsy human who wouldn’t know stealth if it snuck up and hit me on the head.”

Kyriel’s smile lasted longer this time, and she reached out and pulled him in for a kiss. She could feel the stress on his lips, but also the determination. He was ready for this fight, no matter what form it took. And so was she.

“I’ll be right back,” Kyriel promised. Squeezing the grip of her bow, she focused her mind and stepped through the fabric of the Veil. The world faded into darkness, and the mountainside became a smear of shadow.

With one major exception. Up ahead, she could see thin tendrils of golden energy reaching out from the ground to the sky. One of the Tirzak was indeed connected to Rilas through his Godsoul.

Setting her jaw, Kyriel started forward. She could hear the demonic whispers as she moved, but they remained distant and indecipherable, like wind more than voices. She tried her best to ignore them regardless.

Moving as quickly as she could over the rough terrain, she scoured the face of the mountain for any sign of a cave mouth or passage. But nothing stood out to her, and after a few minutes of searching, she started to wonder if this plan had been ill-conceived from the beginning. What if they couldn’t actually find the entrance? What if the Tirzak had collapsed and buried it so well that it was effectively invisible?

They wouldn’t be out here if it was impossible to find, Kyriel reminded herself. They might not be standing on top of it, but they are probably close enough to narrow the search.

She moved closer to the golden tendrils, wary of being discovered even though the Tirzak connected to them couldn’t possibly perceive her. He was still in the physical world, and she was effectively looking through a one-way pane of glass. But the bizarre tendrils were disturbing nonetheless.

Her vatari markings on her right arm were glowing a bright blue, and ever since she had absorbed the energy from the Eye of Shalassa, they no longer seemed to turn a corrupted green if she stayed in here too long. Even the deathly cold didn’t seem to affect her, so if nothing else, she could afford to linger and look around for quite a while if necessary…

But it wasn’t. Kyriel smiled when she spotted movement up ahead. A sleek black panther was perched on a rocky outcropping nearby, his tail swishing behind him. His green eyes were fastened upon hers.

“Have you been waiting for me?” she asked, dashing ahead to meet him. Such quick movements would have been precarious in the physical world, but her mind could shape the contours of the mountain here. She smoothed the path ahead of her as if it were butter rather than solid rock.

Just before she reached Duatha, the panther turned and looked at the rubble behind him. It had seemed natural enough from a distance, but up close it was obvious that someone had triggered a collapse. This must have been the passage they were looking for.

“I’ll go and get Sol,” she said. “Stay here—we don’t need a glowing spectral beacon letting everyone on the mountain know where we are.”

Duatha swished his tail, which she took as an acknowledgement. Kyriel dashed down the mountain, making sure to memorize the layout and position while she moved. She couldn’t have been gone for more than a few minutes at most, but Sol’s hand still reflexively dropped to his sword when she reappeared. To him, it must have looked like she had stepped through an invisible doorway.

She pressed herself tightly against the boulder he was using as cover, mostly to hide the blue glow from her tattoos as best she could. Like Duatha’s spectral body, they would be a beacon to everyone on the mountain.

“There you are,” Sol breathed. He sounded relieved, but his eyes kept frantically looking her over for any signs of injury. Kyriel wondered if he realized how often he did that.

“Took a little longer than I thought,” she said, blinking as color returned to the world.

“Did you find the entrance?”

“No.”

Sol grimaced. “That’s a problem.”

“I didn’t need to find it—Duatha led me right to it.” Kyriel grinned slyly. “He was waiting for me on the other side.”

“That clever little panther,” he said, peering over the boulder. “We didn’t even pack him a treat.”

She snickered. She still didn’t know exactly what to make of her enigmatic companion, but she felt a lot more confident knowing that he was around. It sometimes seemed as if she had two male protectors, one on each side of the Veil. She was grateful for both.

“I told him to stay put,” Kyriel said. “We don’t need a glowing spectral panther walking around with us.”

“True. But he always seems to be there when you need him, doesn’t he?”

“Just like someone else I know.”

He smiled back, and Kyriel gave him another quick kiss.

“It’s not far, but the Tirzak are watching it pretty closely,” she told him. “It would be best if we sneak through the Pale and slip past them. We should go now.”

“Don’t you need to recover?” he asked, reaching out to touch her arms. “You aren’t even cold…”

“Doesn’t seem to be a problem for me anymore. Are you ready?”

Sol set his jaw. “Yeah. Let’s go and poke the bear in the eye.”

Kyriel smiled darkly. “And hope he’s angry enough to come looking for revenge.”


11
The Rescue


The frigid cold of the shadow realm crawled over my skin well before the greens and browns of the mountain transformed into a flat gray. When I turned and looked up the path, I could now see one of the Tirzak—not the insectoid body, but the tendrils of ethereal energy reaching out into the darkness for the bug’s master. The Godsoul binding remained one of the most disturbing things I’d ever seen, like a demonic puppeteer playing with the strings of his marionettes.

“We need to move quickly for your sake,” Kyriel said, her voice unnaturally dark and hollow. “Come on.”

She pulled me along with her as she jogged up the path. I was hesitant to move so carelessly at first, since the loose rocks and patches of mud could cause a man to lose his footing in a hurry. We had been slowly climbing for several hours now, so it was a long way down once you started tumbling.

But Kyriel seemed to be shaping the path with her mind as we moved, transforming it from slick and uneven to sturdy and smooth. Distantly, I wondered if the Shalassan relic had made it easier for her to manipulate the Pale as well as survive within it.

The deathly chill of the shadows had started seeping into my bones by the time we reached a rubble strewn section of the mountain face. Duatha was there waiting for us, the black fur on his muscular body rippling. I still found it odd seeing him with a physical form.

“I’ll take us through,” Kyriel said. Her eyes narrowed as she focused on the rubble, mentally willing the blockage to open for us. A gap opened almost immediately, as if the stones had all turned to mud and become malleable.

We ran through, Duatha following closely behind us. It was so dark that I couldn’t tell for certain, but I doubted we had to move more than a few yards before we were standing inside a narrow but relatively clear passageway. I was glad it hadn’t taken any longer, because I was starting to have trouble breathing by the time Kyriel took my arm and dragged me back through the fabric of the Veil with her.

I shivered and clutched at my arms as the color of the world returned, though there wasn’t much to see besides hewn rock. Kyriel’s blue tattoos were the only source of light…or were, until Duatha’s spectral body appeared next to us.

“Rest for a moment,” Kyriel said. “We should have time before mother gives us her signal.”

The princess rubbed my arms to help generate heat. It didn’t actually help, since the cold of the Pale had nothing to do with the temperature of the air, but I appreciated the gesture nonetheless. My teeth rattled uncontrollably; I felt colder now than when I traipsed around the mountains with nothing but a glamour stone between me and the wind.

While I warmed up, I panned my gaze around the passage. The blockage that Kyriel had cleared in the Pale was still perfectly intact here, so the Tirzak guards outside would have no way of knowing that we had slipped past them. It was a hell of a trick, and it was about damn time we started using Rilas’s own tactics against him.

That said, we still needed to dig out part of the rubble on this side now, just so we’d have an easier time opening the rest of the passage for the Windsong women on the return trip. We wanted to avoid dragging them through the Pale if at all possible, but we also didn’t want to alert the Tirzak sentries outside yet. We’d have to strike a delicate balance here.

I turned and studied the walls of the passage. They were a mix of smooth and rough stone, suggesting that this place had been dug out by hand and magic working in tandem…or, the more I thought about it, that it had initially been carved out by earth magic but slowly crumbled over time.

A lot of time. Malion had said that the Oro Sarn prison was part of the original scouting outpost built by the first Avetharri to claim Lostrien for the Empire. If that was true, then parts of this passage could have been ten thousand years old. The number defied belief, as did the fact that Kyriel’s people had been building their civilization for that long. Human history was little more than a dot of ink by comparison. It made me wonder if my people would ever have the chance to build something of our own.

And if my children might play some part in it.

It took longer than I would have liked to recover from the chill, but that didn’t turn out to be a problem. Kyriel’s mother hadn’t given us a signal yet, so I decided to start digging in preparation for the return trip. And that was a task that would be much easier with a bit of dragon muscle plus a little earth magic.

Taking off my boots and armor, I finally ignited my blood and shifted into my Wyrmidon form. The extra bulk was rather annoying in such a confined space, but the form greatly improved my vision in dim light. I also wanted to have my fiery breath ready in case we needed it. In cramped quarters like this, I could easily roast anyone who got in our way.

As I started clearing the rubble, I wondered when or if Kyriel would ever master this form. She had gone straight into a full silver wyrm, though perhaps she would gain more control once she could ignite her blood without my help. In any event, the bulk of a Wyrmidon wouldn’t help her archery, since Aveshalare didn’t even have a bowstring. The scales would have been nice for protection, however, so I planned to project an Aetheric barrier over her the moment we stormed the actual castle.

I had just about finished digging when I heard the first rumble of thunder outside. The patter of distant rain followed.

The Storm’s Fury was letting us know that she was ready.

“There we are,” Kyriel said in relief. She had been holding her bow and pacing for a while now. “Mother will begin her run shortly.”

“Then it’s time to move,” I replied, standing upright.

Since we hadn’t known exactly how long it would take us to find the passage, we had arranged a system of communication with considerable leeway. Alesssara had told us that she would launch her aerial raid about half an hour after she conjured a storm. I still found it incredible that she could accomplish such a feat without succumbing to the Flensing. It made me wonder what secrets of the Aether I might be able to unlock with a few more decades of experience under my belt…

“Your father said there were traps all the way through,” I reminded her, my voice twice as loud and thrice as deep. “We’ll have to move slowly.”

“Maybe not that slowly.”

Kyriel gestured to Duatha. The spectral panther was staring intently at a loose chunk of stone on the floor a few yards away. The princess drew a slender knife from her hip as she moved to investigate, then cut a tripwire so thin I wouldn’t have noticed it if we were standing in broad sunlight.

“You never told me you had your own personal hunting hound,” I said. “Has he ever done that before?”

“No, but he’s never helped me sneak inside a castle, either,” Kyriel replied, her hand gliding over the panther’s back even though it had no physical form. “I’d be careful about calling him a hound, though. He might find it offensive.”

I snorted. Duatha gave no indication one way or the other; he simply continued forward down the passage, his glowing green eyes taking in everything. It was creepy and comforting at the same time, which seemed to be his entire existence in a nutshell.

We continued forward, Kyriel in the lead to search for traps. I didn’t like the arrangement, since I was more worried about being ambushed from the front than behind, but the truth was that she had a better eye for these things. I just stayed close enough that I could grab her and quickly pull her behind me if anything happened.

Ultimately, there weren’t as many traps as I’d feared, and Duatha pointed out all of them for us. It really was like having a tracking hound, with the added bonus that we didn’t have to train him or feed him or clean up after him. If only all spirits from the Pale could be so friendly and convenient.

Yet despite the relative ease of the trip, I felt an annoying tingle at the back of my mind, almost like a distant noise I couldn’t block out or ignore. At first, I assumed it was simply latent anxiety as I waited for something to go wrong, but when the sensation continued to linger, I realized it was something else—something that had nothing to do with me or my nerves.

“What is it?” Kyriel asked quietly, apparently sensing the shift in my mood.

“I’m not sure,” I admitted, my brow creasing. The tingle was making it surprisingly difficult to concentrate. “It’s like there’s a tremor in the distance. You don’t feel it?”

“No.”

I pursed my lips. Despite her newly awakened dragon blood, Kyriel didn’t seem to be connected to the Aether. Even after absorbing the power of the Eye of the Shalassa, she remained a Palerender rather than a sorceress; her power seemed from the shadow realm rather than the Aether. So if she couldn’t sense anything but I could…

“It’s coming from the Aether,” I reasoned.

“What do you mean?” Kyriel asked, her brow furrowing.

“It’s…well, it’s difficult to describe. Sometimes the Aether feels like a giant ocean where you can feel ripples in the water if someone else is channeling. This is sort of like that, but far more intense.”

“My mother will be channeling a great deal of power to summon the storm,” Kyriel said. “Could you be sensing that from here?”

“I suppose it’s possible,” I conceded. “Whatever it is, it seems to be getting weaker the farther we travel. That’s probably a good thing.”

“Mm,” she murmured, not sounding any more convinced than I was. We hadn’t even engaged the enemy yet, and it already felt as if something was going wrong. I just wish we knew what that something was…

“I’ll tell you if anything changes,” I assured her. “Let’s press on.”

We wound through the narrow passage for so long it felt as if we were traveling into the very heart of the mountain, and I had to clear out two other small blockages along the way. The return trip was going to be a tight fit, but at least the strange buzzing in the Aether had faded by the time we reached the actual dungeon.

The first sign that we were close was the stench of rotting flesh. It hit us like a wall once we passed through the final blockage, and I almost would have preferred going back to the Pale. My guess was that Rilas had simply stopped feeding the other prisoners in the dungeon, but the truth turned out to be even more macabre.

“It’s a feeding ground,” Kyriel reported when she returned from a quick Pale excursion, her hand covering her mouth when the stench hit her again.

“What?” I gasped.

“The cells are open and filled with half-eaten corpses. The Tirzak are feasting.”

The smell was making my stomach twist. Adding the mental image of a Tirzak feeding ground to the mix nearly made me retch.

“Gods,” I breathed. “And it’s the only way through.”

“We could sneak through the shadows, but then they’ll be here when we get back. We’re going to have to fight eventually.”

I nodded grimly. “Better to take care of it now. Did you see any of Rilas’s disciples?”

“Not a single tendril. If we take them out quickly, no one will even know. Especially since the raid should be happening anytime.”

“Then let’s clean up the mess.”

Since we’d planned to be fighting in close quarters, I had brought my sword along in case I wanted to stab something. But I wasn’t going to need a blade to transform a butcher’s shop into a crematory. For that, I just needed to be a dragon.

I charged in first, an Aetheric shield glimmering protectively on my left arm. There were several dozen Tirzak in the dungeon, clustered in groups of three or four as they devoured the carcasses that had been piled into the various open cells. I had no idea where the bodies had come from, but my guess was that Rilas had simply killed the remaining Windsong soldiers and turned them into dinner for his swarm. The alternative was that they were townsfolk from the actual city, which was even more horrid. Either way, there was nothing I could do for them now besides avenge their deaths.

The Tirzak were caught completely unaware. Most didn’t have weapons besides the serrated bone daggers they carried everywhere. Some immediately fled, while others attempted to defend themselves. Neither group had much success.

While Kyriel launched luminous arrows from her bow to pick off any mantis warrior heading for the exit, I rushed in with dragon breath blazing. The flames consumed chitin and flesh with ease, leaving behind nothing but charred bones. Only a few of the monsters managed to defend themselves, but their primitive daggers were no match for my Aetheric shield, let alone my golden scales.

It wasn’t long before the smoke was a bigger problem than the stench. The dungeon only had a few cells with windows for ventilation, which made me a little concerned about dragging the Windsongs through here on the way back. I considered using my earth magic to make the openings wider, but I decided to wait for now. None of these Tirzak were directly connected to Rilas, so we might still have time before someone saw the smoke and noticed our incursion. The extra minutes might prove valuable. All that mattered here was reaching the Windsongs and getting them out before they could be used as hostages…or worse.

We moved quickly once we were outside the dungeon, me still in the lead with my Aetheric shield in one hand and my sword in the other. Kyriel stayed tucked tightly behind me. Despite the fact that I could protect her reasonably well in tight quarters, I continued maintaining a barrier around her just in case. Unless we had to fight our way through the entire castle, I probably wouldn’t trigger the wrath of the Flensing for a while yet.

Other than the initial group of Tirzak we’d fought through, Oro Sarn seemed surprisingly empty. We had studied the keep’s layout enough that navigating proved easy, though I could tell that Kyriel was fighting back against memories from visiting here as a girl. Malion and Haberian Windsong had been good friends once, as difficult as that was to believe.

The Oro Sarn keep itself was very old and very different from the palace in Tir Bereth. The walls were made of hewn gray stone from the mountain rather than the magically-sculpted variety used back home, which gave everything an oddly rustic, lived-in quality. There were still plenty of places for murals and banners on the walls, however, though most had been torn down. The only exception was a black banner with a white dragon claw at the center hanging in a spacious hall that led out to the main gate. I wondered where Rilas had found it; I had thought that every piece of heraldry from House Bastrel had been destroyed twenty years earlier.

In addition to the bizarre lack of courtiers and servants, we also didn’t encounter any guards. No house soldiers, no Tirzak, no shadow knights…it was like the keep had been abandoned. The fact that we could hear rain and thunder outside the walls made the ambiance even more disturbing.

Maybe Rilas really had fed the last of the keep’s Windsong guardians to his Tirzak pets. For all we knew, the servants might have been transformed into food for the swarm as well.

“There’s no way he won’t have the daughters and wives under guard,” Kyriel whispered as she pressed herself against a wall, bow at the ready. The door further down the passage was supposed to lead to the various bedchambers of the Windsong family.

Unless he’s already killed them, I thought darkly to myself. Saying the words aloud seemed unnecessary, since she was undoubtedly thinking the same thing.

Imagining the torments of the Windsong women made my mind flash to my own wives and concubine. As much as a part of me wished they were here, I knew it was for the best that they weren’t. Vin and Lia weren’t warriors, and Nirivi had a city to run. The best thing I could do for all of them would be to win this damn war so we could all focus on our future together.

“I doubt the raid will last much longer,” Kyriel said. “Let’s get this over with.”

We continued forward down the corridor until we arrived at a spacious junction that split into three new corridors, each filled with bedrooms to accommodate Lord Windsong’s sizable harem and numerous children. Had I been in charge of defending the keep, this is where I would have placed most of my guards. The palace in Tir Bereth had several similar junctions, and they were always protected by at least three Wyrmguard soldiers.

But the junction, like all the other halls here, was empty. Even the murals and paintings on the wall had been removed. I paused, hand tightening on the grip of my blade. This was a good defensive position, but also a perfect spot for an ambush. Whatever corridor we chose, we risked being attacked from behind.

“We’ll have to search every room,” Kyriel lamented, a radiant magical arrow nocked between her fingers. “It would be faster to split up.”

“That’s not going to happen,” I said. “Left to right. I’ll stay in front but be mindful of someone trying to sneak up on us.”

“Right.”

She put her back to mine as we headed toward the leftmost corridor. Duatha followed next to us, and I found myself wishing that he actually was a guard hound. If he were trained properly, we could have had him watch the junction and bark if anyone tried to sneak in behind us. But cats didn’t take order well, whether they were mousers on a farm or mysterious spirit guardians from the Pale. He also seemed to have very limited ability to interact with objects here in the physical world.

There were a dozen rooms in this corridor alone, and all the doors were closed. I feared that searching them would take forever, but then Kyriel’s ears perked up. She pointed ahead, and when I stopped moving I could hear faint sobs from behind one of the doors. Someone was here, and they were either terrified or in trouble. Or both.

I was about to move to the door when I saw Duatha abruptly come to a halt beside us. His spectral hackles raised, and he seemed to be staring at the wall next to me. Wondering what he was up to, I turned—

Just in time to see a black-armored figure emerge from the shadows.

Without the panther’s warning, the shadow knight would have lopped my head from my shoulders before I could react. But the extra split second gave me just enough time to raise my Aetheric shield and deflect the sweeping blow. Undeterred, the knight swung at me again, this time with enough force that the impact sent a buzzing vibration down the length of my arm.

He wasn’t alone. Another drow materialized from the shadows behind me to strike at Kyriel, but the princess was already rolling away. She launched a luminous arrow while falling onto her back, a feat of extreme agility that wouldn’t have been possible if her bow had a traditional drawstring. The magical arrow exploded in the center of the shadow knight’s black breastplate, and he cried out in surprise and pain as he reeled backward. Rather than attempt to recover, he slipped into the Pale again.

And Duatha followed him.

I didn’t have time to think about it with an enemy in my face. The drow continued swiping at me with his sword, apparently convinced he could overwhelm my defenses with sheer relentlessness. Unfortunately for him, testing the endurance of a dragon was a losing proposition. I blocked two more blows, then took the initiative and slammed my Aetheric shield into his body hard enough to throw him through the air several feet until he crashed into the wall.

While the drow was stunned, I sucked in a breath then sprayed him with a cone of dragonfire. The man shrieked as the flames turned his black adamantine cuirass a searing red, and he tried to get away the same way his companion had. His jaunt through the Pale only lasted a few steps, however, and he was still screaming when he returned. He fell to his knees, overwhelmed by the pain, and Kyriel put him out of his misery by putting a radiant arrow straight through his visor.

I paused for a moment, backing up to stand protectively over Kyriel while searching the corridor for new threats. When the shadows stirred next to me, I whirled around in preparation to face another assault…but the only one that appeared was Duatha. The panther was licking his spectral chops, and he paused to clean his whiskers with the back of his paw.

“Well,” I managed between heavy breaths, “somehow, I don’t think that second knight is coming back.”

“Good boy,” Kyriel said, smiling tightly as she rose back to her feet. “But you’d better hide before we start opening doors. You’ll scare everyone senseless.”

I could never tell if the panther truly understood us or not, but since his spectral body vanished almost immediately, he must have figured out what she meant.

“We need to keep searching,” Kyriel said. “I’ll look in the doors, you watch the corridor.”

“Agreed.”

We continued the search, starting with the door where we’d heard sobbing. It was locked, but the bolt wasn’t much use against the strength of a Wyrmidon. Inside the modest bedchamber, we found a single gagged highborn female tied to the bed. Kyriel identified her as Haberian’s Second Wife. Her dress was badly torn, and her skin was beet red in several places. She had clearly been abused, and I feared to think how badly.

My stomach twisted, and flaming dragonbile rose in my throat. Was this what the White Wyrm had promised the renegade drow males? The Windsong women to do with as they pleased?

I hadn’t imagined that I could loathe Rilas any more, but I’d obviously been mistaken. More than ever, I hoped that he would ignore the Sovereign’s raid and come here to face us in the castle instead so I could rip out his throat in front of more of his victims…

While I kept a seething vigil over the hall, Kyriel rushed in to free the gagged woman. She seemed terrified of me, the mysterious golden Wyrmidon, but the woman’s eyes lit up in recognition when she saw the Dragon Princess. She sobbed in joy and relief, but Kyriel managed to help her stay focused. They had to get out of here, and that meant finding the others.

Thankfully, Rilas and his sadistic followers had unintentionally made our job easier. With so many of the Windsongs dead, all the survivors had been moved here to a single wing where they could be watched more easily. We found all of them—five wives and twelve daughters—huddled together in just a few of the rooms.

None of the rest of them appeared to be hurt, thank the goddess, including the three daughters who were still children. The drow had apparently started by tormenting the matron of the house, hoping that she would be able to compel the compliance of the others. But to her immense credit, the First Wife had evidently stood her ground and stabbed one of the drow rather than relent.

She had been taken to the dungeon afterward, so we already knew her grim fate. It made me want to burn the whole castle down.

All the women were overjoyed to see Kyriel, which reminded me of how much this conflict between Valostri and Windsong had been the result of Haberian’s pride and hubris. While everyone here in Oro Sarn had surely hoped that Theovar would win the Tasting and become the princess’s consort, they weren’t the ones who had allied with Rilas and kidnapped Kyriel. They weren’t responsible for any of this madness.

And I was going to make sure they got out of here, no matter what it took.

Once we had all the women in tow, we headed back toward the dungeon with me in front and Kyriel at the rear. I continued maintaining an Aetheric barrier around her, but there was no way I could protect all the others. We were just more exposed now, and there was nothing we could do about it besides get out of here as quickly as possible.

We didn’t get ambushed by any other shadow knights, which must have meant that they were otherwise occupied here in the castle or at Tari Meetima. That, or perhaps Duatha was ambushing them all in the Pale before they could get to us. It seemed unlikely, but I enjoyed the mental image of him ripping them apart too much to discount the possibility altogether.

We did encounter another group of Tirzak near the dungeon, however. There were about a dozen of them in total, enough that they could have caused real trouble had they caught us unawares. But while they had obviously figured out that something was amiss in the keep, they simply weren’t ready for two dragons to appear in the hall in front of them.

I sent a roaring burst of flame down the hall when I spotted them, incinerating the ones in front before they could react. At the same time, Kyriel launched a Palefire arrow over my shoulder that detonated in the center of their formation, draining the lifeforce of most of the survivors. This group did have one of Rilas’s disciples with them, however, and the bug managed to protect himself with a barrier long enough to send a radiant beam of energy into my shield. It shattered on my arm like wood split by an ax, but it absorbed the brunt of the attack. And before the channeler could attempt anything else, I used my earth magic to rip up a hunk of stone from the floor and send it flying into his jaw, shattering his chitinous face.

The Windsong women gasped and cowered, but the battle was over so quickly they didn’t have time to outright panic. They mostly just looked at the two of us in awe, and we continued ferrying them toward the dungeon as hurriedly as we could. With Rilas’s disciple dead, our incursion would no longer be a secret.

The dungeon itself proved to be an annoying obstacle. Earlier, I had been worried about the lingering smoke complicating our return trip, and my fears were validated when we started down the stairs. The stench of scorched flesh remained horrendous, but the bigger problem was that it was difficult to breathe or see. I was confident that Kyriel and I could get through, but the others—especially the small children—would have a much more difficult time.

But since we no longer cared about stealth, I reverted to the crude solution I’d come up with earlier. Charging ahead of the others, I called upon my earth magic and moved to the windows. The stone was so old and weathered that it didn’t take much effort to shatter them wide open, effectively transforming them into doors. More of the smoke poured outside, and I called for the others to follow.

While Kyriel helped them through, I took a moment to peer through the new holes in the wall. I couldn’t see much of anything; the windows were facing a sheet of solid mountain rock outside. But I could tell that the storm had stopped, which was a little surprising. I had figured that the Sovereign would try to maintain it for as long as possible, but perhaps the Flensing had caught up to her after all.

We kept up our harrying pace once we were inside the narrow passage, and we didn’t have to travel long before I once again felt the strange buzzing sensation in the Aether. It grew stronger as we moved, and it was affecting the Windsongs as well, including the children. Kyriel was the only one who remained immune.

The princess tried to soothe them as best she could, but by the time we reached the exit, the children were crying and had to be carried. I couldn’t focus enough to maintain my Aetheric barrier on Kyriel, and even my dragon blood seemed to be cooling.

“What in the bloody void is this?” I growled as the two of us moved close to the rubble blocking the exit.

“I don’t know,” Kyriel said. “But we have to deal with the Tirzak sentries on the other side before we blast our way through.”

I nodded, which made the pounding in my head worse. My hands squeezed the grip of my sword for support, but it didn’t really help.

“Then let’s do it.”

After bidding the others to wait, Kyriel placed her hand on me and pulled me through the Veil. For the first time, the deathly chill of the shadow realm was oddly comforting, if only because the noise in my head vanished the moment we crossed over.

“It’s…it’s gone,” I rasped.

“What?”

“The buzzing faded the moment we crossed over.”

“There’s no Aether here,” Kyriel whispered as if she’d just had an epiphany. “Only the Pale…”

She paused for a moment, mulling it over, before focusing her attention back on the rubble. The stones melted away at her command, and we moved through until we were back on the mountain slopes.

I could see the golden tendrils sprouting from the nearby Tirzak channeler again, and we moved into a better ambush position before Kyriel shifted us back. The buzzing flooded my mind the moment we crossed the Veil, and I nearly dropped my sword. Despite my best efforts, I was in no shape to fight.

Luckily, neither were the Tirzak. Kyriel took out the disciple with a single well-placed Palefire arrow, and the siphoning explosion killed one of other sentries as well. The third managed to hurl a dagger at us, but it glanced harmlessly off my scales before it reached Kyriel. She took the hunter out a moment later.

“Gods,” I wheezed, collapsing to a knee. “I can’t…I can’t focus.”

“All we need to do is open the passage and call for rescue,” Kyriel said, conjuring a luminous arrow and firing it straight into the air. It exploded in a brilliant shower of light that would be visible for dozens of miles. The rescue riders should be on their way at any moment.

It took all my strength, but I dragged myself back to the passage and started clearing out the last of the rubble. Kyriel helped as best she could, the power from her vatari tattoos giving her the raw strength to lift rocks she otherwise wouldn’t have been able to budge.

By the time we had cleared a large enough opening, I was no longer able to keep myself upright. The buzzing was like ice cold water poured on my dragon blood. My Wyrmidon scales reverted to flesh, and it wasn’t long before I was mere a human again.

The Windsong women weren’t much better off. The children were shrieking now, and their mothers were struggling to carry them.

“I can’t…I can’t transform,” I told Kyriel. “I can’t get us back to camp. The wyverns will have to—”

“They aren’t coming,” Kyriel said, her voice tight. “They can’t.”

“What?”

“The riders are sorcerers. They’ll be in as bad shape as the rest of you.”

“I don’t understand. What…what is going on?”

“I didn’t want to believe it at first, but there’s only one explanation. Nothing else could cripple this many channelers at once.”

Kyriel swallowed heavily. “The Chol,” she said. “Somehow, we’re under attack by the Chol.”


Interlude
Alessara


“All riders are in position,” Malion announced. “They await your signal.”

Dragon Sovereign Alessara Valostri nodded her massive head. She had been in her full blue wyrm form most of the day, and she was eager to finally unleash her full power against the Bastrel whelp and his Tirzak swarm.

Perhaps a little too eager.

She took a deep breath as her consort moved to her side and adjusted the straps of his saddle. His polished moonsilver armor gleamed in the torchlight, as did his long white hair. The last time she had led her forces into a battle as a dragon—a real dragon, not an illusion—Malion had been leading the Starmantle cavalry on a flanking maneuver against House Bastrel’s army. Tonight he would be riding along with her, a fact for which she was immensely grateful. Not because his magic or tactical guidance would be useful, but because she trusted his judgement more than hers.

This isn’t the same war, Alessara told herself. And you aren’t the same Sovereign.

She clenched her maw tight. Twenty years ago, she had entered the battle with House Bastrel assuming that House Windsong had also betrayed her. Victory had been far from guaranteed. She had mustered the superior ground force, but the enemy had possessed far more flyers. Rage had ultimately convinced her to attack regardless.

If House Windsong hadn’t turned against Bastrel and joined its rightful Sovereign, she would have lost. She would have thrown away countless generations of Valostri rule and heritage because she’d been blinded by her hatred of a man—a dragon—who had betrayed her. And even in victory, Alessara had paid a terrible price.

This isn’t the same war. And you aren’t the same Sovereign.

Today, Alessara had two other dragons at her side in addition to a large army composed of soldiers from every house in Lostrien. Her legionaries were far better trained and equipped than they’d been twenty years ago, and she had more wyverns and leophons at her disposal than ever. Rage still boiled in the pit of her stomach, but even that felt different than before. It was colder. More controlled. More precise.

Perhaps it was because her feud with Rilas Bastrel was less personal than the one she’d had with his father, Lumos. Or perhaps not being a dragon for twenty years had changed her in ways she didn’t fully understand. Either way, Alessara still wasn’t certain she could trust herself to make the right decision in the heat of battle, and that was why she wanted her consort at her side.

“The plan is sound,” Malion said, moving right next to her head where his voice wouldn’t carry. “Sol and Kyriel will get the Windsongs, and we will poke the bear. If that bear gets angry enough to chase us back, all the better.”

“Do you think the white whelp will be that foolish?” Alessara asked.

“I don’t know, but it doesn’t really matter. It’s time to trust in your soldiers and the alliance you’ve built.”

She turned toward the massive war camp just to the north of them. “The other Imperial provinces would laugh at how much faith we’re placing in an army of free dustborn.”

“Not for long,” Malion said. “After this—and after news of Lord Farric spreads across Varellon—change will come quickly to the Empire whether it’s ready for it or not.”

Her consort was right, of course. Alessara used to think he was right almost all the time; he’d been like a sharp moonsilver spear in a court filled with dull iron blades. It felt good beyond measure to have that man back at her side, because his mind had been clouded as well. It was as if they had both emerged from a thick fog that had slowly overtaken their lives.

“Are you ready?” he prompted, placing a hand on the scales of her neck.

“Yes,” Alessara said. She raised her voice so that everyone nearby could hear. “Let’s bring the storm to Bastrel’s doorstep!”

A short cheer erupted across the riders. Malion pulled himself up into the saddle, then fastened in tight. She cast one final glance around the others to ensure they were ready, then rushed forward and leapt into the air.

The rest of the riders rose along with her, their wyverns and leophons settling into a triangular wedge that was every bit as precise and calculated as an infantry formation. There were nineteen others with her in total, half sorcerers and half arcane archers. The former could help her bombard the enemy, while the latter could focus on keeping the enemy flyers off them. She swore it felt like a century had passed since she’d led an aerial attack wing, but it all came rushing back to her with crystalline clarity.

The journey from their camp to Tari Meetima wouldn’t take long, and the clear sky would make them plainly visible even cast against the starry void of night. They were going to need cover—cover only the Storm’s Fury could provide.

Alessara reached out to the Aether and allowed its warm, soothing currents to flow freely through her body. She had always been a gifted sorceress, and her draconic blood only further amplified her power, allowing her to channel far more energy without triggering the Flensing. The sky itself couldn’t resist her command.

Thunder rolled across the Doriath Mountains, and angry stormclouds gathered above her with terrifying speed. Heavy rain soon followed, as did a thick, rolling mist that shrouded their approach. Her attack wing knew this was coming, so the riders closed ranks in order to not lose sight of one another. The wyverns were quicker about that than the leophons, since the winged cats were much less amenable to foul weather, but House Akathi had trained them well. Soon everyone was exactly where they needed to be.

Alesssara pushed forward through the rain, the combination of her keen draconic eyes and storm sorcery allowing her to peer through the mists well enough to navigate toward their target. The mountains were little more than a blur of darkness on her left, but it wasn’t long before she could make out the huge defense tower ahead of them.

Tari Meetima had a long and storied history like Tari Barad, Tari Hyare, and most of the other major fortified outposts in Lostrien. The stones were old but not weak; the magic coursing through them could withstand virtually any attack, even one from a dragon. But Alessara wasn’t here to destroy the tower, just like she wasn’t here to destroy Oro Sarn. The keep’s current master and his minions were the focus of her wrath, and she held out hope that they could defeat the White Wyrm without laying waste to their own history in the process.

She didn’t need to call out a warning or otherwise alert her attack wing; they were all watching her carefully, waiting for her to make the first move. And once she closed within a few hundred yards of the tower, that was exactly what she did.

The mists parted at her command, revealing the tower and its defenses. Two huge ballistae were mounted on the top, and several more were positioned on the ground behind heavy palisades. Several hundred humans and elves—presumably the last of House Windsong’s forces—were manning the siege engines, and at least ten times that number of Tirzak warriors and hunters surrounded the tower.

The enemy had known that Alessara was coming, but the mists and rain had concealed her well enough that they hadn’t been able to see the aerial attackers well enough to pick targets. And now, as the Dragon Sovereign of Lostrien beared down on them, it was too late.

The Aether churned through Alessara’s dragon blood. The clouds flashed and rumbled, and two brilliant blue strokes of lightning struck the top of the tower, obliterating the ballistae before the sorcerers could even attempt to defend them. A deafening boom followed the explosion, and magical barriers flashed into existence all around the base of Tari Meetima. Unfettered, Alessara called down several more bolts, striking at the ground-based siege weapons. The shimmering domes were strong enough to deflect the blasts but not fully disperse them; the bolts of energy arced across the camp, setting fire to the palisades and roasting anyone who was too close.

And then came her attack wing. Wyverns soared past her on both sides, their riders flinging balls of Aetheric fire at the barriers. Explosions riddled the landscape, slowly hammering away at the strength of the protective domes. Meanwhile, Akathi’s leophon knights stayed in close formation, the archers on their backs launching arrows sheathed in frost, flame, and lightning at the enemy wyverns who had suddenly appeared behind the tower. Alessara found it impossible to keep track of all her allies or enemies in the chaos, but like her consort had told her earlier, she didn’t need to. She could simply rely on the training and discipline of her soldiers.

The Dragon Sovereign surged forward again, plotting her own attack run. Tirzak flyers were now rising to defend the tower as well, the small silhouettes making them seem almost irrelevant compared to the much larger wyverns and leophons. But she knew they were more dangerous than they seemed, especially if they wielded Rilas’s Godsoul magic. Malion hurled spears of Aetheric flame from her back, incinerating one of the bugs outright and causing the others to scatter before they could swarm over her as a group.

Through the rain and smoke, Alessara saw more Tirzak soldiers on the ground at the base of the wide tower, and part of her wanted to drop Malion off just to see how many he could butcher with his sword. He was the most powerful Aetherblade in Lostrien, and he had always preferred to engage his foes face-to-face when possible.

But this was a hit-and-run attack, not a full-scale assault. They weren’t here to deliver soldiers, only to inflict as much damage as they could from the sky.

And Alessara had only just begun.

Energy crackled between her teeth as she opened her mouth and rushed past the barriers. She wasn’t interested in hitting the enemy where they were strong, only where they were weak. She spotted a group of a Tirzak on the road behind the tower, all scrambling to reach the protection of a barrier or the stone fortifications. They were already spread out, and they scattered more the instant they saw the shadow swooping toward them through the dark, rainy sky.

Most dragons wouldn’t have been able to hit more than a few of them at once, but Alessara was not most dragons. Lightning spewed from her maw as she raced past, arcing between the bugs even when they were far apart. The zigzagging bolts of electricity fried them inside their shells, leaving nothing behind but twitching corpses.

As Alessara pulled up, she could feel the old but familiar rage boiling in her dragon blood. The magic, the power, the destruction…this is what she had been missing for twenty long years. She wasn’t merely a sorceress or a noblewoman or a provincial ruler. She was the Dragon Sovereign. That meant something.

“Incoming!” Malion called out in warning, his deep voice cutting through the rage-induced haze.

Alessara craned her neck back as she turned, and there in the dark sky she spotted the silhouette of another dragon, his white scales glinting in the moonlight. Rilas Bastrel came streaking toward some of her wyverns, the rain freezing into hail around him as he moved. His draconic breath, a haunting mixture of white frost and green Pale energy, utterly consumed one of the wyverns and its rider before they could turn. The body of the small protodragon fell to the ground, its scales bleached of color and covered in a thick sheen of rime. The White Wyrm struck a leophon as well, thrashing the winged cat with his tail and sending rider and beast plummeting from the sky.

“It’s time to go,” Malion said. “The others will follow!”

Alessara heard the words, but it was difficult to listen to them. What she wanted to do was to turn and fight, to crush the life out of the Bastrel whelp the same way she had killed his father. She could practically taste his blood in her mouth; a single bite at his throat would be all it took to end this madness once and for all. She was older, larger, and the power of the storm was hers to command…

But for perhaps the first time in her life, Alessara flew away from the danger rather than straight at it. Her blood cried out in protest, but she grit her teeth and fought against it. She was older than the whelp, and that meant that she needed to be wiser, too. She couldn’t defeat Rilas on her own, not with the Godsoul fueling his powers. She just hoped that he was reckless enough to follow her.

Her attack wing followed her retreat as quickly as they could, but the Tirzak flyers didn’t make it easy. Between barrages of poison darts and blasts of actual magic, the female bugs took down two more wyvern riders and forced one of the leophon knights to slow down and cover the others. She lost track of the knight in the darkness before she could tell if he had escaped.

Losing four riders in a single pass was costly, but they had inflicted more damage than Alessara had anticipated. She could still see flames where fireballs had breached the barriers, and between the barrages of arrows and her own attacks, they had destroyed most of the ballistae and killed hundreds of Tirzak, including at least a dozen flyers. Their infantry would have an easier time attacking the tower tomorrow morning.

“I lost him,” Malion shouted from her back. “The bugs are pulling back as well.”

Alessara swore under her breath. Apparently Bastrel wasn’t reckless enough to take her bait. It made her seriously consider turning around and launching a second attack, but it just wasn’t worth the risk. They had softened the enemy defenses and drawn their attention away from Oro Sarn. Having Rilas chase them would have been ideal, but their plans didn’t rely on it. They would beat him the old fashioned way if they had to.

She was tempted to relax her hold on the Aether as they flew back to camp so that the clouds could disperse and the storm could break. But despite the enormous power she’d channeled, her dragon body remained unaffected by the Flensing. She could keep this up even longer if she needed to.

Or perhaps not. She started to hear a strange buzzing sound in the back of her mind, which she initially took as a warning that the Flensing was about to overwhelm her after all. But it continued even after she stopped maintaining her storm, and it grew more intense the closer they got to their camp.

“Something is wrong,” she said, flattening her wings to soar so that her rider could hear her. “Can you feel it?”

“Yes,” Malion confirmed. “I’ve been sensing it for a while, but I’m not sure what it is.”

Alessara didn’t, either. As sorcerers, their blood was attuned to the currents of the Aether, and they could intrinsically sense when someone nearby was drawing on its power. But this…this was different. It wasn’t a ripple; it was more like an undertow that was growing stronger by the moment. The buzz in her mind was getting painful now, as if someone were trying to plunge a nail into her skull.

She pushed herself to fly quicker, and the fires and banners of their camp were soon visible. Before she landed, Alessara could see a great deal of movement at the northern palisade facing the mountains. The officers seemed to be getting their men into formation as if they were expecting an attack.

Legate Morovir rushed over to meet her the moment she landed. The man’s jaw was tightly clenched, as if he were also fighting off considerable pain.

“Your Majesty,” Morovir said, his voice strained. “Our sentries spotted movement in the mountains. We’re worried that the enemy might have had their forces buried beneath the ground.”

“The rangers saw no signs of digging,” Malion replied as he adroitly leapt out of the saddle.

“I know, but something is happening. Every sorcerer in camp started sensing something ten minutes ago.”

“We’ve sensed it as well,” Alessara said. Black spots had started to appear in her vision. “Do you have any idea what’s happening?”

Morovir nodded grimly. “The magisters believe it’s—”

“The Wailing,” Malion said. “It’s the Chol, not the Tirzak.”

Alessara’s breath caught in her throat. The Godcursed elves had always been a blight buried beneath the mountains, but it had been many centuries since enough of them had come to the surface to cause any real problems. The Wailing, the psychic chatter that heralded their arrival, was practically a myth from a bygone era.

“We have to fall back,” Alessara said. “Tell the officers to get everyone moving south, we’ll head over the plains to the Crossroads if we have to.”

“In the middle of the night?” the Legate asked. “But we’ve dug in here. If the White Wyrm and his Tirzak attack us in the open, we’ll struggle to—”

“If they attack us here, we’re finished!” she growled back. “We won’t be able to conjure barriers.”

“The Wailing should cripple them, too,” Malion put in, his hand pressing against his temples. “If not, we’re…”

His voice was drowned out by a roar of pain that Alessara only belatedly realized had come from her maw. As the Wailing grew louder and louder in her mind, she could no longer concentrate on anything, even maintaining her draconic form. A haze clouded her eyes, and when she finally blinked it away, she was no longer staring down at huge draconic claws, but slender elven arms and fingers.

“They’re coming,” Malion’s voice said into her ear. “Solterys save us…”
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Nirivi

“How much further?”

Nirivi had asked the question quietly, but the caverns were so narrow that her voice always sounded louder than she intended.

“You’re the one with the maps,” Sulestra spat. “You tell me, Sister.”

“Yes, but I wanted to ask you anyway.”

“Because you enjoy wasting my time?”

“Because I wanted to see how much you enjoy lying even when you know you’ll be caught.”

Sulestra snarled under her breath but continued walking. She almost looked like a warrior again, thanks to the leather scout armor that Nirivi had allowed her to wear on their expedition. She didn’t possess any weapons, of course, and her hands were shackled behind her back. A shadow knight walked beside her at all times holding the chain attached to her suppression collar.

It must have been humiliating for the former general to be marched around like this, but it was still more merciful than she deserved. Most people in Ust Perya were surprised that the Matron Mother hadn’t ordered her sister’s public execution yet. Nirivi was a little surprised as well, but she kept telling herself that Sulestra could still prove useful in the end.

And that maybe, just maybe, there was something worth redeeming in the woman who shared their mother’s blood.

“The junction is still several miles away, Mistress,” Livya said, sounding exhausted by the constant bickering. “We could move more quickly without a prisoner.”

Nirivi smiled faintly. Her handmaiden had disagreed with the entire premise of this excursion, as had many of the house soldiers. But the nice thing about being the Matron Mother was that you didn’t have to listen to your advisors unless you wanted to. If there was even a chance that she could help Sol and the Sovereign’s army in their battle against her half-brother, she was going to take it.

The most surprising part was that several of the other houses had actually agreed with her, or at the very least thought that there was a good enough chance of success that they were willing to send soldiers in order to share in the spoils. The other houses were probably just hoping she would die and leave a power vacuum they could try to fill.

“Let’s pick up the pace,” Nirivi said. “I would hate to be late to the Sovereign’s party.”

Livya shouted commands to the soldiers, and the entire group began moving more quickly. All told, she had only brought fifty soldiers with her, nowhere near enough to participate in a large-scale battle. But her goal wasn’t to charge in and flank Rilas’s army, but to cause enough chaos in his castle that it would weaken his defenses. If they were lucky, they might encounter Jhael and his treacherous shadow knights. Killing them would be worth the effort all by itself.

Unfortunately, there was a real possibility that none of the timing would work out. Nirivi hoped to arrive and scout the dragon’s retreat beneath Oro Sarn well before the battle, but it wasn’t as if she had been kept apprised of the Sovereign’s war plans. Sol had told her the plan before he’d left, but critical details could have easily changed between then and now.

She was freshly annoyed about the vatari shortage and the lack of proper calling crystals, though they were almost certainly too far underground for one of the magical devices to work anyway. Once her city had stabilized, she needed to invest in new artificers who could solve this annoying problem. Going weeks without hearing from her dragon husband was going to be infuriating.

But until then, there was nothing she could do but make good time and hope her forces could arrive while they could still prove useful in the battle.

They continued onward through the unfamiliar tunnels, something Nirivi never would have considered doing without a significant force at her back. The monsters of the Underworld were dangerous enough when you knew where you were going, let alone when you didn’t. But for the most part, they were also smart enough not to attack prey when they were grievously outnumbered.

Though given the nature of the caverns in this area, it would have been remarkably easy to isolate small groups from one another. They couldn’t simply march in formation like a Legion cohort; they were often forced to move two people across, or three at best. And as always, the stalagmites and stalactites provided plenty of cover for any predator that might be stalking on the floor or ceiling, respectively.

As a rule, drow strayed as silent as possible when traveling through the Dark, and Nirivi’s soldiers were no exception. Sulestra was the one who wouldn’t shut up; she seemed intent on pointing out every potential flaw and mistake in her sister’s plans. Livya offered to cut out her tongue more than once. Nirivi was strongly considering a gag.

But Sulestra was actually quiet when she heard the sound of frantic conversation at the back of their lines. When it didn’t go away after a few moments, Nirivi grew concerned.

“The warriors are upset about something,” she said, pausing and scouring the darkness for potential threats.

Sulestra snorted. “Males are always upset about something. Complaining is all they’re good for.”

“I will see what the problem is,” Livya said, sounding relieved to be away from the bickering for a moment. Nirivi didn’t blame her in the least.

Sulestra watched the other woman leave, her red eyes narrowing. “Do you trust her, sister?”

Nirivi shrugged. “More than I trust you.”

“Because she trained as a Pain Maiden?”

“Because she doesn’t go out of her way to be an irredeemable cunt at every opportunity,” Nirivi said flatly. “It isn’t a high standard to surpass.”

Sulestra scoffed, then lowered her gaze to her sister’s gray stomach and the golden brand proudly displayed upon it. “And you still feel no shame for desecrating your flesh?”

“No, I do not. As I’ve told you countless times, Sol is a Wyrm Lord and the strongest male I’ve ever met.”

“That doesn’t sound like a high standard to surpass,” Sulestra replied with a sneer.

Nirivi almost ordered the shadow knight to tug the collar chain and choke her sister, but she didn’t want to give Sulestra the satisfaction of getting under her skin.

“He was also strong enough to win the heart of a princess with the strongest suitors in Lostrien,” she said instead.

“A surface princess,” Sulestra mocked. “Hardly worth of—”

“A surface princess who thoroughly outflanked our mother, a woman with many times her experience,” Nirivi interrupted. “A surface princess who happens to be a dragon herself. Underestimate her at your peril.”

Her sister’s lip curled, but fortunately she didn’t have a chance to reply. Livya came striding back to them, her expression harder than normal. Something was wrong after all…

“What is it?” Nirivi asked.

“One of the sentries returned from the eastern warrens,” Livya said. “They were scouting the adjacent passages and encountered an Aetheric disturbance.”

“A disturbance? You mean a leyline? A relic?”

The handmaiden’s normally steely face twitched. “No. A psychic assault that nearly overwhelmed them.”

Nirivi’s chest felt like someone had dropped a boulder on it. “You mean…”

“Chol,” Livya said. “Enough of them that the Wailing could affect sorcerers who couldn’t even see them yet.”

“Zelioth protect us…” Sulestra whispered, all smugness in her face and voice gone. “The Chol don’t travel in large numbers unless they’re headed for the surface. We need to leave these passages. Now!”

“I’m inclined to agree, Mistress,” Livya said. “If they get any closer, they might cut off our only path back to Ust Perya.”

Nirivi grit her teeth, then ordered one of the nearby shadow knights to hand her the map they’d been using to navigate. Sulestra’s scouts had been quite thorough over the years, marking every passage between Ust Perya and most of the other fiefdom holds, including Oro Sarn.

“No,” she whispered, shaking her head. “They won’t come for us.”

“How do you know that?” Sulestra asked, sounding genuinely fearful for the first time in…well, possibly ever.

“Because if they were spotted here, they’ll be heading to the surface here,” Nirivi said, tapping the map with her fingernail. “This isn’t a hunting party, it’s a horde. Something is calling them to the surface.”

She swallowed the growing lump in her throat, then looked at her sister again.

“It says here that this wide passage emerges in the foothills south of the Doriath Mountains. Is that accurate?”

“My scouts wouldn’t have brought it to me if it wasn’t,” Sulestra said.

“Then we have a problem,” Nirivi whispered, the pressure on her chest growing more intense by the moment. “Unless the timing of the attack has significantly changed, the Sovereign’s army is nearby. The Chol will emerge right on top of them.”

“How is that our problem? If your dragon isn’t strong enough to—”

Nirivi backhanded her sister hard enough that she would have fallen over if the shadow knight hadn’t been holding her collar chain so tightly. But for once, Sulestra shut up.

“A coincidence, Mistress?” Livya asked.

“No,” Nirivi said. “Not when my half-brother is carrying a Godsoul and gleaning knowledge from the Eye of Abalor. He must have found some way to call them to the surface.”

She swore under her breath. As powerful as dragons may have been, they were still vulnerable to the Chol in sufficient numbers. The Wailing made it nearly impossible for sorcerers to channel the Aether. This was it—this was the weapon Rilas planned to use to even the odds. And there was no way that Nirivi could warn Sol or anyone else that the Godcursed were coming.

But maybe she didn’t need to. Maybe there was another way she could help…

“Mistress,” Livya said impatiently. “We need to—”

“If they are traveling in large numbers, they’ll move through this wider passage here,” Nirivi said. “The scouts marked it as unstable, meaning we might be able to collapse it ahead of the horde.”

“What?” Livya and Sulestra asked in near unison.

“They’ll likely still go around over here, but it will slow them down and perhaps thin their numbers somewhat,” Nirivi added. “The fewer the Chol, the weaker the Wailing. “

Livya’s jaw clenched. “Mistress, I highly recommend that we leave these passages as soon as possible.”

“You can recommend it all you like. We’re going to beat the Chol to this passage, and then we’re going to collapse it.”

“And if that doesn’t work?” Sulestra asked over a bloody lip.

“Then the White Wyrm will conquer Lostrien,” Nirivi said. “And Ust Perya along with it.”
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Kyriel

“I can’t…I can’t transform,” Sol rasped. He clutched at the sides of his head as if it were about to burst. “We can’t stay here!”

Kyriel was in full agreement. The problem was that without the rescue wyverns or a dragon of their own, there was nowhere for them to go. The castle itself was likely flooding with Rilas’s minions by now, and they would have to travel all the way back through the tunnel to the dungeon before they escaped the Wailing. Heading further north might have been an option if it were just the two of them, but the terrain turned impassable in a hurry, and there was no way a group of terrified noblewomen and screaming children were going to get very far.

But they had to do something. She had to do something.

“You have to get back to the camp,” Sol said, reaching out to take her wrist. “You have to help them, whatever it takes.”

He was crouched on his knee atop the mountain slope, looking as if he might fall over any moment. Kyriel had never seen him so weak and vulnerable before. It was like he’d been stabbed and was bleeding out, but there were no physical wounds anywhere on his body.

As far as she knew, the Wailing wasn’t outright lethal, but if there were enough Chol in a single place, the psychic screams effectively incapacitated anyone with sorcerous blood. They were the Death God Abalor’s final act of vengeance against the Avetharri dragons who had usurped his rule, and without preparation, they were the doom of any highborn army.

The monsters had been dormant for an age, but Rilas must have found a way to call them to the surface somehow. And if Kyriel couldn’t figure out a way to stop them…

“If I take you into the Pale, you can transform there,” she told Sol. “We’ll fly close and shift back. Maybe we can—”

“It will be worse the closer we get,” he interrupted with a shake of his head. “You’re the only one who’s immune!”

Swallowing hard, Kyriel looked back at the Windsong women. Haberian, like the other vassal lords, never would have married a woman without sorcerous blood, so they were all in as much pain as Sol. Even the children, who had only just begun to discover their powers, could hear the psychic cacophony. Their mothers were trying desperately to keep them calm, but it was a losing battle. They were beyond terrified. They had trusted their princess—their Dragon Princess—to lead them to safety. But instead, Kyriel had saved them from one boiling cauldron only to throw them into another.

“You have to transform,” Sol told her, looking her straight in the eye. “It’s our only chance.”

“I can’t,” Kyriel said. “You know that!”

“I couldn’t do it either, don’t you remember? Not until we fought Rilas. Not until there was no other choice.” He flinched as if he’d been stabbed again. “Well, there’s no other choice now. You have to transform, Kyriel. And you have to do it now.”

“How?” she asked desperately.

“I can’t answer that. No one could answer it for me, either. You just have to find a way.”

Kyriel looked deep into his eyes. Even crippled by the Wailing, he looked strong. Indomitable. A proud Golden Wyrm in the body of a man.

A man she had come to trust. A man she had come to love, more than anyone or anything.

“Find a way,” Sol said. “Whatver it takes.”
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Rilas

Vengeance is glorious.

The thought seared into Rilas Bastrel’s mind, and a wave of immense satisfaction followed. Yet strangely, the words and feelings weren’t his; they belonged to the Godsoul. The sight and sounds of the monstrous Chol swarming over the Sovereign’s army pleased the fractured deity inside him, and the sensation was so powerful, so all-consuming, that Rilas could have shared in the bliss as easily as if it were his own.

But it wasn’t, and he needed to remember that.

Shaking away the thought, Rilas stretched out his wings and soared high over the battlefield. The night was surprisingly bright thanks to the nearly full moon, and between its pearly white glow and the fires blazing all over the Legion camp, he could see the battle quite well. Most of the monstrous horde were simple dretches—hideous, near-mindless elves who fought with the reckless ferocity of orcs—but Abalor had blessed some of his Godcursed with channeling abilities, and they had initiated their assault with a barrage of flame. Without Aetheric barriers to protect them, the Sovereign’s men had no defense against such an attack.

The vast majority of the highborn forces—officers, nobles, elite soldiers—had been crippled by the Wailing and remained unable to defend themselves. Only a handful of the leophon and wyvern riders had escaped, and they would have to fly so far away that they were effectively out of the fight.

You can destroy them yourself. You can show them what it means to defy you, their rightful Sovereign.

Once again, the voice wasn’t his. Or at least, Rilas didn’t think it was his. The Godsoul thrummed inside him, more powerful—and more vengeful—than ever.

And it wasn’t wrong. He could destroy his enemies all by himself now. There was nothing preventing him from diving at the camp and freezing the Sovereign’s entire army. Nothing, save for the fact that he was hesitant to slaughter so many of his own people.

That hadn’t stopped him during the battle at the Steppes, of course, but this…this was different. The sadistic joy brimming from the Godsoul was starting to unsettle him. From the very beginning, Rilas had promised himself that he wouldn’t fall victim to the ploys of the Old Gods. He wouldn’t become an avatar of chaos; he wouldn’t unwittingly destroy the Empire on their behalf. His ultimate goal wasn’t destruction, but liberation. He wanted to save his people from the impotence of the Council of Wyrms and the corruption of the Vaz Gorati blood witches.

The Chol, however useful they might have been at the moment, would play no part in that transformation. They were wretched abominations, bred into a tortuous existence by ancient magic he still didn’t fully understand. They weren’t his soldiers any more than the demons had been in Ust Perya. In an ideal world, the Godcursed elves would defeat his enemies, then die and crawl back into the mountains for another thousand years.

And as he took another pass over the sprawling battlefield, Rilas was astonished to realize that might actually be what happened here in the end. The Wailing had crippled most of his fellow highborn, but the humans were putting up a truly remarkable fight. Somehow, the Legion lines were still holding at the camp’s perimeter. No matter how many times the ferocious Chol dretches slammed into their spears and shields, the legionaries refused to break. And with their highborn betters incapacitated, the human officers appeared to have seized control. They could have—and probably should have—ordered their men to flee the field. But instead, they were holding the line.

Rilas struggled to understand why. Humans were simple and foolish creatures, but they weren’t typically as bloodthirsty or reckless as orcs or Tirzak. For whatever reason, they seemed to value their short, pathetic lives, so it would have made far more sense for them to simply leave and allow the Chol to devour their Avetharri betters.

Were they too stupid to realize that? Or were they truly that loyal to the Dragon Sovereign who had ostensibly freed them from bondage?

Rilas banked to his left and swept back over the battlefield again. As the humans continued to fight, he felt the initial contentment in the Godsoul gradually transform into frustration. Apparently, even the Infinite God was realizing that his vengeance wouldn’t be as quick or clean as he’d hoped. Part of the problem was that there simply weren’t as many Chol here as Rilas had expected. There had been almost ten thousand of the monsters infesting the ruins of the dead drow city, but only a fraction appeared to have made it to the surface. And as more and more of them died on Legion spears, the weaker the Wailing would become. Eventually, the Sovereign’s forces might be able to fight back.

He obviously couldn’t allow that to happen. The Godsoul’s joy may have given him pause, but Rilas still intended to win this war tonight. Courageous or not, the humans were defenseless against a dragon. And once he destroyed them, the incompetent rule of House Valostri would finally come to an end.

He just wished he knew where his princess was hiding herself. Neither Kyriel nor her dustborn consort had participated in the Sovereign’s raid. They must have stayed behind to defend the camp, which meant they had likely been incapacitated by the Chol. He couldn’t afford to destroy the command tents and risk killing the future mother of his children, but he also couldn’t send in his shadow knights to capture her. They would be as vulnerable to the Wailing as any other sorcerers, and he couldn’t protect them all. He’d left some of them to guard the castle, while the rest were awaiting his next command within the dragon’s retreat.

[Danger! Our children are in danger!]

The collective, cacophonous voice of the clutch mothers screamed in Rilas’s mind, their meaning conveyed as much by emotion as actual words. When he concentrated on the Godsoul and the tethers connecting him to his disciples, he could feel ripples of panic and pain—not from the channelers marching toward the battle from Tari Meetima, but from one the guardians he had left in the keep.

Oro Sarn was under attack.

Rilas focused harder on the tendrils, isolating the disciple in the keep and shifting his consciousness into the Tirzak. The Godsoul allowed him to grant his minions great power, and he could also turn them into his eyes and ears when necessary. Their senses were scrambled and imperfect, which made it a challenge for him to know precisely what was going on. But he eventually saw images in the mind’s eye of his disciple—images of a bulky golden Wyrmidon and a lithe elven archer assaulting and killing a squad of Tirzak with ease.

“There you are…” Rilas said aloud, his voice barely audible with the wind rushing past his scales. “My precious princess. You really are fearless, aren’t you?”

A smile spread across his draconic maw. He knew full well that Kyriel was bold and clever, but he was shocked that she and her dustborn dragon had stormed his keep all on their own. What were they hoping to accomplish? To sabotage Oro Sarn’s defenses somehow? To find him in the master bedroom and kill him in his sleep?

The Windsongs, he reasoned. The wives and daughters of their vassals.

The White Wyrm scoffed. The very idea that the Dragon Princess of Lostrien would risk herself on behalf of some idiotic scions and their children defied belief. Her mother must have convinced herself that she could earn favor from the other houses by “rescuing” them, and the Sovereign’s misguided raid on Tari Meetima had been an attempt to draw his attention from the castle. They’d had no idea that Rilas was about to sic the Chol on them.

[Send reinforcements to the castle,] Rilas commanded. [Bring the rest of the swarm here.]

[To you, Master?]

[Yes. It’s time to finish this.]

Tucking in his wings, Rilas dove to gain speed, then twisted his body around until he was pointing at the fiery, chaotic battlefield. The fact that Kyriel wasn’t down there incapacitated by the Wailing was excellent news—it meant he no longer needed to worry about who or what he killed. The humans would be his first target, but the Sovereign and her loyalists would follow. The hour of House Bastrel’s vengeance was at hand.

And the Godsoul was right after all. It would be glorious.

The Sovereign’s camp rushed toward him, the flaming tents and incapacitated highborn on the right and the stalwart Legion lines to his left. The humans still hadn’t budged, but if Rilas strafed over their frontline, he would end up killing most of the Chol. He twisted his body to soar over the Legion’s vulnerable backline instead. The human archers were still launching deadly volleys over the phalanx, killing any Chol who left themselves exposed. Rilas could destroy most of them in a single pass.

The White Wyrm swept toward them at full speed, rime forming around his maw as he sucked in a deep breath. Despite the chaos of the battle, the officers called out a warning well before he was in range, and rather than turn and shoot uselessly at the incoming dragon, the archers scattered as quickly as they could. Rilas stayed focused on the largest group, spewing frost from his maw as he soared past them. Screams of terror died on frozen lips as he sent the souls of hundreds of dustborn screaming into the Pale.

Or perhaps not. Rilas glanced back over his shoulder once he had flown past the camp, and while his deadly breath had painted an icy trail of destruction through the camp, the dustborn archers had scattered more rapidly than he realized. Dozens had perished, but not hundreds. How could mere humans be fighting so effectively?

He growled in frustration as he rolled to his right and came around for another pass. The dustborn rats could scurry all they wanted, but they couldn’t escape. He would land and tear them apart limb from limb if he needed to, whatever it took to destroy them and their delusions of grandeur.

Rilas drew in another deep breath as a reservoir of deadly frost formed deep in his draconic gut. Most of the archers were still trying to scatter, but a significant number of them had unwittingly moved in the same direction toward one of the command tents. He bore down on them, the air freezing at his passage. He opened his maw, ready to strike—

When something slammed into his side so hard that he rolled over and completely lost control of his flight. He crashed to the ground before he knew what was happening, dirt and debris flying everywhere as he skidded through the soil. Just before he finally stopped, he saw a flash of blue and silver scales cross his vision.

Kyriel.

Rilas roared as he flipped over and pulled himself back to his feet. The Dragon Princess landed nearby, her maw crackling with white lightning. He shifted through the Pale right before her radiant breath enveloped him, then reappeared several yards away. He didn’t understand why the Wailing wasn’t crippling her as it was the others. Perhaps the Eye of Shalassa was protecting her somehow, just as the Eye of Abalor was protecting him. Either way, neither her mother nor her dustborn consort could help her now.

“Yet again, you prove your worthiness to stand at my side,” Rilas bellowed. “But you must know by now that you cannot defeat me alone.”

“No, but I don’t need to,” Kyriel replied, shifting her weight and raising her wings. “You taught me something in the Steppes. Why battle my weakness when I could leverage my strengths?”

Before he could respond, the princess launched herself back into the air. Rilas snarled and pursued.

For some reason he couldn’t fathom, Kyriel was flying straight east, away from the battle and toward Tari Meetima. He didn’t understand why. Drawing him away would be pointless; the Chol would eventually overwhelm the humans, or at the very least cause so much damage as to effectively cripple the Sovereign’s army and leave it easy pickings for his Tirzak. She was also headed straight toward his own flyers, and she must have realized that even a dragon couldn’t take on the entire swarm by herself.

But she could cause a great deal of damage, and he couldn’t afford to leave her alone. Her sleek silver-blue fame gave her tremendous speed and agility, so Rilas wouldn’t be able to intercept her for several miles. And before he got close, her entire body melted into the shadows as she passed through the Veil.

“You can’t hide that easily,” Rilas said, shifting himself into the Pale. The voices of his Tirzak abruptly cut out, but they weren’t fighting and didn’t need his power yet. His eyes scoured the shadow realm for any signs of the princess…

Only to see her now flying in the opposite direction back toward the Legion camp.

With a snarl, Rilas awkwardly twisted himself around to follow. By the time he’d chosen a new intercept angle, Kyriel had shifted back to the physical world. He followed, and it was only then, when he saw the distant battle growing larger, that Rilas realized the princess merely was copying the same strategy that he’d used in the Steppes. She wasn’t luring him away; she was luring him out of position. Because this time, he also had an army he needed to protect. And thanks to Kyriel’s raw speed, he would no longer be able to intercept her before she reached the Chol.

The Godsoul inside him screamed in protest, and Rilas felt a surge of power in his wings. But no matter how hard they pounded the air, no matter which angle he chose, there was nothing he could do to close the gap.

Kyriel’s maw opened as she strafed over the battleline, bolts of white lightning sparking from her mouth and utterly vaporizing the Chol reinforcements as they continued streaming in from the mountain. Dozens of dead quickly became hundreds, and even though the Wailing wasn’t impeding him, Rilas could feel its intensity draining away…

Destroy her.

The fury of the Godsoul became a drumbeat in his mind, pushing Rilas harder until he caught up with the princess. He dove at her from above, his claws reaching for her slender neck—

But they never sunk into her scales. She vanished into the Pale an instant before he struck, only to appear above him a heartbeat later. The roar of her breath was followed by a searing pain in his back, and Rilas screeched and rolled away before the radiant lightning consumed his entire body.

Destroy her. Now!

Rilas took several precious seconds to steady his flight, and when he finally located Kyriel again, he saw that she was heading back toward the Chol. He couldn’t stop her, and trying was pointless. It was the same harsh lesson that he had unwittingly taught her.

But the difference between then and now was that Kyriel cared about her army, too. So if he couldn’t save the Chol, he might as well just destroy the humans instead.

Bringing himself about, summoning more dragonfrost in his belly, Rilas aimed himself straight at the Legion frontline. He had closed within a mile when Kyriel’s radiant breath lit up the horizon like a thunderstorm, and he was surprised when he felt drops of cold water on his scales. He wondered if she had inherited some of her mother’s power after all.

No, he thought grimly. No, this isn’t Kyriel…

A stroke of blue lightning flashed down from above, narrowly missing Rilas’s wing. Another followed in its wake, striking so close to his face that he could feel the intense heat. His eyes searched the camp for signs of Sovereign Alessara, and they quickly located her amidst the chaos near the command tents. She was still in her elven form, hovering in the air with electricity swirling around her.

He didn’t need to destroy the Legion. Not when he could simply destroy their Sovereign instead.

Rilas banked slightly to his right, angling himself toward the center of the camp rather than its side. Rime formed on his lips, and he opened his maw in preparation for a final strike. He was mere seconds away from the Sovereign when he noticed that his shadow seemed to be growing beneath him. At first, he thought it was a trick of the full moon playing off his own scales…but then, in a moment of sudden horror, he realized he was mistaken.

The shadow was most definitely not his.

Rilas didn’t even have time to twist away before a huge set of golden dragon claws clamped around his wings. A massive maw accompanied them, biting into his neck from behind. He roared in pain and protest, violently twisting his body before the teeth could sink too deeply. Soon he and his attacker were spinning out of control, and they soared past the camp and crashed onto the muddy soil.

The human dragon was there when Rilas pulled himself upright, and he had recovered first. His huge tail smashed into Rilas hard enough to lift him off the ground and send him crashing back down a moment later. He struggled to breathe, and his vision blurred as he dragged himself back to his feet.

“There’s no escape this time,” the human dragon bellowed. “We’re coming for you.”

With a pained snarl, Rilas leapt back into the air just before a golden claw could grab his leg. Thunder rolled over the horizon, and angry new stormclouds gathered in front of the bright moon. Less than a mile away, he spotted Kyriel heading right at him, her mouth still sparkling with white lightning.

No, he wasn’t going to be able to escape. One way or another, this war was going to end right here.

[Come to me!] Rilas commanded as he pounded his wings and soared for Tari Meetima. [Defend your Master!]

The swarm was on its way.
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Rilas thrashed out of my grip and twisted away a split second before my fiery breath could incinerate him. In desperation, he tried to spiral and change directions, but he had barely gained any distance when Kyriel came diving at him from above, radiant sparks of lightning shooting from her mouth and scorching wide black streaks into the otherwise pristine white scales on his torso. Rilas howled in pain, but somehow he still managed to surge away in a different direction.

The Godsoul had made him incredibly resilient, there was no doubt about it. Any other dragon, especially one at his young age, would have surely been knocked out of the air by the numerous bites and burns he’d endured. But even the divine fragment burning inside him had its limits, and our constant combined attacks were taking its toll on him. Rilas lurched wildly back and forth as he pounded his wings, desperate to escape.

But there was nowhere for him to go. Unlike during our first battle in the Crossroads or our later fight in Ust Perya, he couldn’t slip into the Pale and retreat now that Kyriel could follow with her own wings. And unlike the battle in the Steppes, we didn’t need to be worried about getting drawn away from our own vulnerable army, not with the wardstones and a cadre of revitalized sorcerers protecting our soldiers.

Kyriel and I also had help. With the Chol crushed, our wyvern riders and leophon knights would soon return to the sky, and Sovereign Alessara would surely join them herself shortly. With the wind at our back, I was willing to chase Rilas all the way back to Oro Sarn if we had to, the fortress and its countless ballistae be damned.

And it was looking as if we might have to do exactly that. As Rilas surged northeast over the rain-soaked foothills outside Tari Meetima, his Tirzak flyers came sweeping in to defend their master. There must have been hundreds of them, perhaps thousands, many of whom were empowered by the Godsoul. They emerged from the dark, misty sky en masse, blasting us with poison darts and bolts of magic.

Kyriel and I banked away together, trying to avoid the incoming attacks without losing our target. Meanwhile, Rilas soared right through the swarm, using them as cover just like he’d done in the Steppes, only more effectively thanks to their overwhelming numbers. It was going to be difficult for us to stay close to him with so many of the bugs in the way, and I almost wished that Kyriel were riding me so she could blast them away with Aveshalare while I focused on flying. She had clipped her weapons to her flank with a makeshift harness in case she needed them, but for now we would just have to split up and do everything we could to keep Rilas in our sights.

“Stay on him!” I bellowed. “I’ll handle the Tirzak.”

Kyriel roared in acknowledgement and briefly rolled behind me before surging toward Rilas. If nothing else, the presence of the Tirzak meant that even if we did lose him for a moment, he wouldn’t be able to slip into the Pale without denying them their source of power. We had seen the results of that tactic firsthand in the Sunbreak Ridge last month.

Reaching out to the Aether, I sheathed my entire body in an Aetheric barrier, further reinforcing my scales, then banked straight into the amassing swarm. A barrage of darts deflected off me, even the ones targeting my more vulnerable underbelly, but it was the spells I was worried about. The Tirzak had shown an ability to scorch dragon scales with their magic, but hopefully the barrier would give me the extra protection I needed to get close…

It worked well enough. Dozens of magical blasts targeted us, some missing outright due to my speed but many striking the barrier. Only a few burned through, triggering flashes of pain on my back and sides, but they weren’t enough to slow me down, let alone stop me. I spewed a huge cone of fiery death as I moved, outright vaporizing some of the flyers and wounding dozens of others. The Tirzak scattered as best they could, desperate to avoid my breath as well as my thrashing tail and sweeping claws.

I was right in the thick of it now, a single golden wyrm surrounded by hundreds of Tirzak flyers. If not for their magic, I wouldn’t have been worried, but the Godsoul also seemed to help them organize and coordinate. They were already reforming to try and exploit their greater maneuverability and come at me from above. I fortified my barrier as best I could, and I sucked in another deep breath in preparation for an attack…

But as it turned out, I wasn’t alone after all. I spotted them in the stormy, moonlit mists while I came about, dozens of black blots streaking into battle with remarkable speed. At first, I didn’t know where the reinforcements had come from—the leophons and wyverns from the camp wouldn’t have been able to catch up yet, given how quickly we’d been flying. But then it occurred to me that some of the riders had probably been airborne when the Chol had attacked, and they’d likely flown out of range of the Wailing. Now that it was gone, they had returned to fight for their Sovereign.

I had to give the Avetharri soldiers credit. Kyriel’s people may have been smug and self-important most of the time, but they weren’t cowards and they never shirked their duties. They had come here to fight, and they sensed that final victory was at hand.

So did I. Pounding my wings, I soared back into the heart of the swarm and unleashed another cone of fiery doom. The sorcerers and arcane archers on the incoming wyverns joined me, launching deadly balls of flame and explosive magical arrows into the clustered Tirzak. Meanwhile, the leophon knights went after isolated flyers, skewering them with lances. It took almost no time at all for the once menacing swarm of buzzing mantis females to disperse into smaller, much less threatening groups.

Once I was mostly in the clear, I shifted my gaze to Kyriel as she continued pursuing Rilas. They were quite far ahead of me now; they appeared to have made it all the way to Tari Meetima. The fortress had become visible in the moonlight, revealing that Sovereign Alessara’s raid had inflicted considerable damage. The vast majority of the ballistae had been destroyed, which meant that we could pursue Rilas all the way to Oro Sarn without worry.

And that was precisely what we did. I followed as quickly as I could, ignoring the handful of Tirzak flyers that continued trying to harass me and leaving the rest to our reinforcements. The bulk of the mantis infantry were spread around the base of Tari Meetima, and they were slowly crawling forward beneath barriers maintained by Rilas’s channeler disciples. If we weren’t so intent on pursuing the White Wyrm to his den, I would have gladly strafed over them to see how well their magic could endure a concerted dragon attack. But for now, I stayed focused on the real objective. Sovereign Alessara could deal with the army when she caught up.

Oro Sarn was perhaps ten miles west of the tower, and I attempted to take an intercept angle to help Kyriel catch up with Rilas before he could reach the walls. But annoyingly, he remained swift and elusive despite his injuries. Kyriel could catch up to him but never quite stop him on her own, and it didn’t take me long to realize that I wouldn’t be able to help her in time.

My dragon blood boiled. I yearned for a final rematch where I could battle the monster head-on. I wanted to claw out his good eye; I wanted to feel his lifeblood draining away as my teeth sank into his throat. But Rilas knew that he was beaten, and his only chance was to retreat into his fortress and hope that his minions could keep us at bay.

At any other time during this war, the gambit could have worked. Oro Sarn was designed to repel attacks from the sky and the ground. The roughly U-shaped fortress was deeply inset within the mountain, and from a distance it appeared as if someone had built a normal city then hammered the whole thing halfway into the rock. With multiple walls, dozens of towers, and fifty enchanted ballistae spread across both, even dragons couldn’t approach without considerable risk.

Yet as Kyriel chased Rilas, I noticed that only a few of the siege weapons were tracking her, and only two actually launched their massive bolts. She was far enough away that she was able to dodge both, but she might have been in trouble if there had been more of them. As I drew closer, I realized what was going on: the weapons weren’t shooting because they didn’t have crews. For all their cunning and ferocity, the Tirzak weren’t artificers or craftsmen. Their weapons were primitive; I had never seen them employ a catapult or a ballista. They probably didn’t know how to use them.

The Windsong soldiers had, naturally, but most of them were either dead. Rilas had effectively disarmed the defenses of his own fort.

A satisfied grin stretched across my maw as I beat my wings and accelerated without fear. Kyriel was perhaps half a minute away from me, and she followed Rilas up and over the city and the last defensive wall before the keep. When he abruptly veered toward the face of the mountain, I thought he was simply trying to shake her. But then he soared straight into the mouth of a huge cavern near the keep that I hadn’t spotted before. It must have been the dragon’s sanctuary, the private retreat for the Windsong Wyrm Lords of the previous age. In all likelihood, it hadn’t been used in many centuries.

The sanctuary would undoubtedly be huge and spacious, but it would still be far closer quarters than the sky. I was happy to fight him there if that was what he wanted, though as I twisted my own body and aimed for the cavern, I told myself that Rilas wouldn’t have chosen this location only to put his back against a wall. He still had one piece on the board left to play.

The shadow knights. If Captain Jhael and his men were in the sanctuary, their adamantine weapons would certainly help even the odds…

I could hear the crackle of lightning and the crunching of frost as I entered the cave. The tunnel was huge but relatively short, so it only took a few moments before I saw the brilliant sparks of Kyriel’s breath clashing with the putrid Palefrost from Rilas. It was a battle of endurance, dragonbreath versus dragonbreath, and I was just in time to tip the odds in Kyriel’s favor. I landed on the cavern floor with a thunderous boom, then added a searing plume of orange flame to the battle.

Rilas screamed in pain. When all the breaths were spent, I saw him stumbling backward deeper into the sanctuary, his white scales scorched black in a dozen places. It was dark enough that I could only see a small fraction of the cavern even with my draconic vision, but my breath had struck what appeared to be a small campsite and set it ablaze. A tent and several bedrolls were now aflame, giving us more light and revealing how hurt the White Wyrm truly was.

“You don’t understand the power you are dealing with!” Rilas growled through his clenched maw. “I am a dragon god, do you hear me! Only I can save the Empire!”

“The Empire doesn’t need a god,” Kyriel said, electricity sparking between her teeth. “Or a broken, delusional whelp who fancies himself one.”

She shuffled to her left, her body poised and ready to attack. I took the cue and moved to my right, forcing Rilas to back further into the cavern lest we flank him.

“No!” he shouted, releasing a short, sputtering blast of white-green Palefrost when we tried to approach. He seemed unable to muster anything else. “What are you waiting for, fools? Attack them!”

My eyes narrowed, wondering who he could be talking to. Hidden Tirzak? Demons? Jhael and his shadow knights? I didn’t see anyone or anything, so I dug my claws into the cavern floor and prepared to leap for his throat…

But then, just as my draconic muscles flexed, someone activated a glowstone perhaps a dozen yards deeper in the sanctuary. From its awkward position in a sconce on the uneven cavern wall, the stone couldn’t illuminate very much, but I was able to discern the outline of another camp, this one slightly larger than the one I’d set aflame. There were several bedrolls and tents as well as a cooking pot, but I didn’t pay them any heed. Instead, my eyes were drawn to the numerous bodies on the cavern floor.

They were drow, all male, some heavily armored and some less so. Most of them had been cut down by bladed weapons, but others were riddled with bloody spots as if they’d been struck by dozens of tiny crossbow bolts despite the fact I didn’t see any fletchings. One of the heavily armored drow was still standing, though he was as stiff as a statue. I belatedly recognized Captain Jhael, the former commander of House Ulyr’s shadow knights.

“What…?” Rilas breathed, his good blue eye flicking back and forth as it scoured the darkness for an explanation.

“I’m afraid the captain is otherwise occupied.”

A black whip flashed out from the darkness and coiled around Jhael’s neck, then pulled. His head popped straight off his shoulders, but there was no spray of blood…at least, not until his entire flash-frozen body crashed to the ground and shattered into a dozen pieces.

“He and his men had a debt to repay to House Ulyr,” Nirivi added, stepping into the light from around a shadowy corner. “I thought it best to come and collect it myself.”

The White Wyrm’s good blue eye widened in shock. For a moment, the only sound was the echoing crackle of the melting ice.

“What’s the matter, Brother?” Nirivi asked. “You came to visit my home without an invitation. It seemed only fair to return the favor.”

Rilas roared. The noise was so loud, so feral, that it shook the walls and ceiling. A sheen of rime formed at his mouth, and he reared back as if he were about to spew frozen death at his half-sister. But then his entire body vanished in a blur of shadows.

“No!” Kyriel shouted in protest. “You can’t run! Not this time…”

Bounding forward, she placed a silver-blue claw on my back, and I felt the all-too-familiar chill of the Pale envelop me. Strangely, the cavern was actually brighter when we crossed over. I thought there might have been something wrong with my vision until I turned and saw the haunting glow of the Godsoul burning inside Rilas’s body.

The White Wyrm was standing perhaps ten yards away, dozens of ethereal tendrils streaming off his body before vanishing into the shadows. But his power couldn’t reach his Tirzak followers here, not with the Veil separating them.

“Some god you are,” Kyriel growled as she turned to face him. “Abandoning your own followers just to save your own scales.”

Rilas growled in defiance, but it was weak and desperate, the final pathetic whimper of a wounded beast who’d been backed into a corner.

“Valostri arrogance,” he hissed. “You’ve ruined everything, don’t you understand? Without me, without us, the Empire will wither and die!”

“Or it will be reborn,” the princess said. “With House Farric instead of House Bastrel.”

His blue eye flashed again, and for the first time since we’d met him on the slopes of the Doriath Mountains, he didn’t look upon Kyriel with desire, but utter, seething contempt.

“You really are the poisoned princess,” he spat. “Corrupted by your mother’s pride and hubris. I should have seen it earlier, but I thought I could save you. I thought I could show you the truth.”

“The truth is that you’re insane,” Kyriel said. “Like countless fools before you, you’ve been corrupted by a power you don’t understand.”

“Oh, I understand more than you will ever know. The Chol and the drow may have failed me, but a true god always has allies.”

[Gwaurvaineth,] a dark chorus of voices called out from somewhere in the shadows. [The Poisoned Princess.]

Something stirred at the corner of my vision, and the hulking silhouettes of dozens of large, amorphous figures appeared in the shadows all around the cavern.

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

“Stay back!” I snarled, turning and spraying the darkness with flame. But the demonic figures didn’t stop encroaching, and I realized I couldn’t even feel any heat in my dragonbreath. It was like the Pale snuffed it out the moment it left my body. I could already sense the draining chill of the shadows creeping into my scales, threatening to siphon away my strength.

“You should run while you can, Princess, and take your dustborn with you,” Rilas sneered. “Enjoy your victory, short-lived as it will be.”

“We aren’t going anywhere,” I snarled. “Not until we put an end to your madness!”

I leapt at him like a starving leophon ready to rip its prey wide open. Rilas roared and met me claw-to-claw. My golden wyrm frame was larger and stronger than his white one, but in all our prior skirmishes, he’d still been able to hold his own thanks to the power of the Godsoul.

Not today. While the dark energies of the shadow realm still seemed to be regenerating some of his wounds, Kyriel and I had battered, burned, and clawed him so many times that he was simply too weak to fight me off. My blood blazed even as the Pale chilled my bones and siphoned my strength. I fought like a back-alley pugilist with a dragon body; I slashed and swiped, bit and punched, anything to pound him into submission.

We tumbled across the cavern, a frantic flurry of white and gold, until I finally pinned him beneath me. In desperation, Rilas slashed at my face one last time, but I caught his arm halfway. I twisted as hard as I could, snapping his wrist bone and breaking his hand. He screamed, too paralyzed by pain to defend himself. My maw opened as I prepared to lunge for his throat—

And heard Kyriel shriek behind me.

I turned to see her silver-blue body ensnared by a mass of black tendrils reaching out from the darkness. The bodies of the encroaching silhouettes were visible now, and they were so hideous, so vile, that the mere sight of them sent a knife of dread stabbing into my heart. Their torsos were twisted and disfigured, and their heads like a carnivorous plant with withering petals and rows of jagged teeth. Their arms were a writhing mass of disgusting tentacles that coiled around Kyriel like some kind of seaborne monstrosity that was about to drag her into its maw.

[Gwaurvaineth,] the dark chorus called. [At last…]

The demonic tentacles pulled…but then Kyriel abruptly and unexpectedly began to shrink. She transformed so quickly that they weren’t able to adjust in time; they were suddenly clutching at nothing. Her lithe elven figure rolled free of the writhing mass, and she reached out to retrieve her weapons from the fallen harness. In a single smooth motion, she bounced upright onto a single knee, then took aim with Aveshalare as a luminous arrow appeared on the magical string.

“Get back!” Kyriel warned.

I reacted on pure instinct, releasing my hold on Rilas and pulling my immense body out of her way. Without my weight pressing down on him, the White Wyrm dragged himself upright just in time for Kyriel to shoot her arrow straight into his chest.

The radiant arrow passed through the front and exploded out the back like an adamantine ballistae bolt, and I expected half his entrails to follow. But when there were no guts or splashes of blood, I realized that the princess hadn’t actually been aiming at Rilas.

She had been aiming at the Godsoul burning inside him.

The White Wyrm unleashed an unearthly scream as the entity inside him was ripped out of his body as cleanly as if it were his own heart. The soul blazed like a mote of pure sunlight as it hovered above the cavern floor behind him, its tendrils reaching out into the shadows in frantic search of a new host. A dissonant scream pierced my thoughts, like a thousand nails dragging across a pane of glass. I could feel its ancient pain and desperation…

But most disturbingly of all, I could feel it calling out to me, begging me to come and claim it for myself.

[Kwara imori, drakathari!]

The whispers were a siren’s song tempting me closer, flooding my mind with images of what we could accomplish together. I could be more than the first human dragon—I could be the first human emperor, a god amongst dustborn, elves, and dragons…

But then the soul’s whispers turned fearful, and yet another figure emerged from the shadows, this one sleek and beautiful. Duatha, Ithilvaran, Kyriel’s mysterious guardian, moved toward the floating mote of light. His green eyes looked at us both, and he seemed to nod as he reached out for the soul with his paw…

And then transformed into a shadowy mist that swallowed them both.

“No!” Rilas thrashed, trying and failing to pull his wounded body upright. He was no longer regenerating, but withering before our eyes. “Where is it? What have you done!”

“You wanted new allies?” Kyriel asked, moving to my side and placing her hand on my golden scales. “Well, here they are. Sol and I will leave so that you can get better acquainted.”

The demons that had been trying to devour Kyriel lurched forward, now focused on Rilas instead. Their tentacles reached out and curled around his rotting body as he screamed into the void…

And then we shifted away, leaving the darkness behind us forever.


Epilogue


The sky turned a bright gray as the sun continued its day-long struggle to peek through the clouds, but it was a losing battle. A light snow fell over Oro Sarn, covering the old gray battlements in a shimmering coat of pristine white. I was lucky that the laborers had hoisted the last of the blue-gold banners onto the towers a week ago, otherwise the fortress would have looked abandoned until springtime. The magisters predicted that we were in for another long, brutal Lostrien winter.

“It’s strange,” Kyriel commented as she brushed the snow off the battlements with a gloved hand. “It’s so much colder than the last time I was here, but it feels so much cozier. I wonder why.”

“Could be anything,” I said dryly. A hundred feet below us, the city center was abuzz with activity, and unlike a few months earlier, there were no shadow knights lurking in the dungeons or Tirzak waiting outside the gates. Everything was finally back to normal.

Or at least, as normal as things could be with the first human dragon claiming an ancient and venerable elven city as his own.

“The banners definitely help,” Kyriel commented as she looked up at the huge House Farric crest fluttering above and behind us. “Something about the blue and gold makes me feel…safe.”

I gave her waist a gentle squeeze from behind. No matter how many times I saw my dragon and shield crest embroidered on giant, fluttering banners, it still didn’t feel real to me. I wondered if it ever would.

“In all seriousness, I’m jealous that you brought real clothing this time,” I said, tugging gently at her thick, fur-lined wool coat and matching cloak. “You never mentioned how useless glamour stones were in the winter.”

“I figured it would be obvious,” Kyriel replied with a smirk. “What, aren’t those scales warm enough for you?”

I groaned in mock annoyance, which only made her laugh. Since I had flown us from the capital today by myself, she had been able to bundle up without any worries of destroying an expensive outfit. I, meanwhile, was stuck in my Wyrmidon form. The scales were definitely warmer than human skin, but I was still cold as hell. Now that the seasons were changing, I was apparently going to need to remember to pack a bag wherever I went.

Being a dragon was becoming quite the burden, what with the immense power, the nearly unlimited freedom, and the scores of beautiful women begging me to breed them. I wasn’t sure if I’d make it through the new year.

“It is remarkable how little damage the city suffered during the war,” Kyriel commented. “Not many castles change leaders twice in a few months without being burned to the ground in between.”

I nodded in agreement. Since the Tirzak had never made a final stand here in Oro Sarn, we hadn’t needed to tear down the walls or bombard the towers. The moment the swarm had lost the protection of the Godsoul’s magic, the Tirzak had been doomed. Sovereign Alessara had decimated them right in the open. Thousands had perished, and thousands more had disappeared into the mountains or the plains. The rangers and the Skywatch would have to keep an eye on them, but even in large numbers, they could never be more than a nuisance without a dragon to lead them.

“The sculptors are making good progress,” Kyriel said, gesturing with her chin toward the plaza. The artisans had only completed about half the dragon statue so far, but it was going to be immense when it was done. “Though it would be more impressive if you used your earth magic to finish it all by yourself.”

I snorted. “Sadly, I’m better at throwing rocks than I am at shaping them. I wouldn’t have bothered with it if your mother hadn’t insisted.”

“She understands the importance of monuments and symbols. You’re a Wyrm Lord and the ruler of Oro Sarn. Legacies are built in deeds but remembered in stone.”

“I suppose so,” I murmured.

I understood where the Sovereign was coming from, I really did. But just like with the banners, I sometimes had trouble accepting that this was my life now. The crest, the castle, the statues…most men took a lifetime to achieve what I’d managed in a few short months.

Still, I wasn’t blind to the many challenges that lay ahead. The city may have been bustling right now, but the fiefdom had suffered greatly during the war and many months afterward. Many of the people here were trying desperately to stock up on food and supplies for the winter, and thanks to the generous contributions of the adjoining fiefdoms, there should be enough to go around.

Next year would prove a greater challenge. Thousands of young men had died at the Crossroads and then later in the north, and it was going to take a generation to rebuild the vassal structure with the lower houses who had served House Windsong. The good news was that the survivors seemed motivated by the prospect of serving a Wyrm Lord, especially since I would soon give the princess her first child.

I looked at Kyriel again, and my concerns about the future melted away as quickly as the snowflakes on her eyelashes. Elves did everything slower than humans, including pregnancy, so she wasn’t showing despite the fact that she’d been carrying our child for months. My other wives, Nirivi and Vin, might not show for even longer yet. But my dragon seed had taken inside all three of them, and it was only a matter of time before I was the father of three.

It was surreal beyond words and joyous beyond comprehension. I had never looked forward to anything more than meeting the children I had created with my growing harem. Or the many more that we would create over the next few years.

“You know, the biggest problem with this place is that Vin will hate it here,” Kyriel commented, pulling her cloak more tightly around her body. “She enjoys the bustle of Tir Bereth too much for her own good.”

“We’ve talked about it,” I said. “She’ll probably live there most of the time, since someone needs to run the temple. She’s talked about promoting Lycelle to priestess so that she can run the chapel here.”

“Oh, I’m sure she’ll do more than run the chapel. I seem to recall that she’s been asking you for samples quite readily.”

“Now and then,” I replied coyly.

“Mm. Well, I suppose she deserves a little now and then, being the first one to discover your gift at the Tasting…” Kyriel snickered. “But otherwise, it sounds like it will be a cold and lonely winter for the Wyrm Lord of Oro Sarn with his wives scattered all over the province. Vin and I in Tir Bereth, Nirivi in Ust Perya…you’re lucky you’ll have Lia with you.”

“Very lucky,” I agreed. “But thankfully, I’m also a fast flyer.”

“True. Also, Nirivi did seem determined to rebuild the old tunnels, so hopefully that trip will get easier and less perilous over time. Though I expect you’ll prefer it when she visits the surface.”

“That’s what I thought before,” I said, blowing hot air into my hands, “but I might actually enjoy visiting the Underworld in the dead of winter. No wind, no snow…”

“Just horrors of every type you can imagine, many of them in heels,” the princess said. “You’d really prefer dealing with drow matrons over a bit of cold weather?”

“On second thought, never mind. Nirivi will definitely be coming up here. Lia is eager to show her the special playroom she’s creating here in Oro Sarn.”

We shared a laugh, and Kyriel pressed herself against my chest. Her fingers danced over my golden scales, sweeping the snow from them as it fell.

“We should head back soon,” she whispered.

“We were supposed to head back an hour ago,” I reminded her. “Your mother wanted us to socialize as much as possible before the big announcement.”

“Yes, and that’s exactly why I wanted to stay here instead.”

I gave her shoulder another comforting squeeze. “You’re going to have to get used to it. Big changes are coming, though I’m still not fond of the ‘Sovereign Regent’ title. Doesn’t exactly roll off the tongue.”

“It’s better in Old Avetharri, but not by much.”

Kyriel’s expression tightened as the weight of the world—the weight of the entire Empire, in some ways—pushed down upon her.

“Not many Sovereigns end up incapacitated,” she said. “Precious few have ever taken a leave of absence. My mother swears that it has happened before, but I couldn’t find it in the records.”

“You still don’t think she’s coming back, then?”

“I don’t know,” the princess admitted. “She’s convinced that there’s something wrong in Lomir Drakath, and she’s intent on speaking to the Council of Wyrms personally, no matter the rules.”

“I’d be more worried if your father weren’t going with her,” I said. “She may be the dragon, but together they’re a force of nature. I certainly wouldn’t want to be the Elder Dragon standing at the gates trying to deny them entry.”

“I’m more worried about what happens if they do learn that something is wrong. The Council has been silent for years and distant for many decades before that. What if they’re all fighting? What if it’s something worse?”

“Then at least your mother will learn the truth. And she’ll know that Lostrien is in good hands while she’s gone.”

Kyriel’s smile gradually returned, and she looked up at me with her sparkling cerulean eyes. “Because of the Sovereign Regent, or because of her Dragon Husband?”

“Both, I’d like to think,” I replied with a smirk. “Are you still planning to announce that at the ceremony, too?”

“You mean that I won’t be taking any other consorts? That the lowly human centurion who won the Tasting will be the father of all my children?”

“Yeah, that.”

“No,” Kyriel said, shaking her head. “I’ll wait until mother is gone before I make that announcement.”

“So she won’t try to talk you out of it?”

“She’ll support my decision, tradition be damned. But she has more than enough on her mind right now without worrying about a rebellion in her court. If the nobles want to protest, they can do it to my face. That way, I can smack them all down personally.”

“Nirivi could help you with that if you want. I’m sure she could spare some special drow whips for the occasion.”

“You know, I might take her up on that,” Kyriel said, a wicked glint in her eye. “Or I could appoint her as my court enforcer for a few months. I doubt she has anything better to do in Ust Perya.”

“Certainly nothing as fun as that,” I agreed.

We shared another laugh, and she pushed her head into my chest. The mismatch in size between us was even more dramatic while I was a Wyrmidon.

“But you’re right,” she whispered.

“About what?”

“Big changes are coming. For everyone.”

Kyriel drew in a long, slow breath, then slid her fingers into my hand as she looked up at me again. “But I don’t want this to change,” she said. “You and I.”

“It won’t,” I promised.

“Are you sure? By next summer, you’re going to have so many girls trying to get into your bed that you might have trouble keeping them all straight after a while.”

I shrugged. “I could always tell them all no. Make sure they understand that I’m a four-woman man.”

“It does seem plenty for one man to handle,” Kyriel replied dryly. “But alliances need to be forged and reforged, and the Empire needs dragons. The Blood Drought isn’t going to end without every male dragon taking as large a harem as he can manage.”

Her voice remained light, but I could see the genuine concern lurking behind her blue eyes. A part of her—perhaps a large part of her—was worried that we wouldn’t be spending as much time together as we did now. She might have even feared that we would eventually grow apart from each other the way her parents had.

But there was no way in the bloody void I would ever allow that to happen.

“We all have our duties,” I said. “But it doesn’t have to change anything.”

“Are you sure?” she asked again, her voice more brittle this time.

“Positive.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ll breed them,” I told her. “But I will love you.”

I cooled my dragon blood and shifted back into a man, then gave her a long, deep kiss. The snow was freezing on my skin, but her warmth suffused my entire body as I pulled her close. My princess. My lover.

My Dragon Wife.

“You know,” Kyriel whispered, her eyelids fluttering as our lips narrowly parted, “if you give me some of that love right now, I could fly myself back.”

We smiled together, then chuckled as our foreheads pressed together.

“Probably help keep me warm, too,” she added.

“Absolutely,” I agreed. “But you can transform all on your own now.”

“I can do plenty of things on my own. But that doesn’t mean they aren’t more fun when we do them together.”

Kyriel leapt into my arms, her legs clamping around my waist. Her winter coat was heavy and difficult to move, but the elegant blue dress she was wearing beneath was not. It only took a few moments for me to lift her up on the battlements and push my rising manhood against her sweltering royal core.

“That’s better,” Kyriel breathed as she eased me inside her. “It’s time for you to come home where you belong.”
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Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed the series!

If you enjoy my Wyrm Lord universe, you should check out The Dragon Sovereign to understand what is really happening with the Council of Wyrms. I plan to continue these stories later with Dragon Praetorian.

You may also enjoy my other fantasy harem works like Dread Knight

If you enjoyed this book, please, please consider leaving a review or even just a quick rating. I hate begging for reviews more than anyone, but they really are important for independent authors.

For updates about new releases, you can join my email list by heading to https://www.sarahhawke.com/newsletter

You can also follow me online on Facebook and on Twitter (@hawkenovels)

And finally, you can support me on Patreon (Hawkenovels) for frequent updates, chapter previews, reader polls, and a chance to give me story suggestions directly!


Appendix


Abalor: One of the Six Gods. Worshiped as the Arbiter, a god of arcane magic, change, and time. Alternatively invoked as the Destroyer, a demon of death, entropy, and judgment

Abethaal: An imperial province on the western coast. Home of Selod Maril, the largest vatari mine in the Empire

Adamantine: A rare, nearly unbreakable metal found only in the Underworld

Aether: the source of magic, can only be channeled by sorcerers or agents of the Six Gods

Anar Dol: The great caldera at the center of the continent that hosts the Council of Wyrms

Avetharri: Also known as highborn elves, the rulers of the Avethian Empire

Chagarri: a race of cat-like hunters

Dalidor: the Dragon Apostle of earth, tradition, and stability

Dathiel: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Watcher, a god of air, truth, and vigilance. Alternatively invoked as the Ravener, a demon of hatred, inquisition, and vengeance

Dragon Apostle: The collective name for Lahara’s children. While they are not gods themselves, they are often worshipped as such by the highborn

Drow: also known as dark elves. Most drow have migrated to Sulinor and left the Empire

Dustborn: Slur referring to the short-lived, non-elven races

Escar: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Guardian, a god of duty, earth, justice, and protection. Alternatively invoked as the Oppressor, a demon of corruption, strife, and tyranny

Faeyn: also known as wood elves. Native to Falinor

Flensing: The name for the backlash caused by overchanneling the Aether, can potentially be lethal

Godsworn: Colloquial name for the Sarodihm Kalefarr (see below)

Highborn: The common name for the Avetharri elves who rule the Empire

Illisaya: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Eternal Lady, a goddess of beauty, fertility, life, and water. Or invoked as the Decaying Mistress, a demon of despair, entropy, pestilence, and torment

Lahara: The Dragon Goddess, the first dragon whose children created the Empire

Larnis: female concubine of a male Wyrm Lord

Lomir Drakath: The capital province of Varellon that hosts the Elder Dragons and their wives

Lostrien: One of the oldest Imperial provinces, ruled by House Valostri and its female Sovereigns for 10,000 years

Moonsilver: A rare metal that is lighter yet stronger than steel

Nugul: A slur for “without magic”

Old Gods: Also knowns as the Six Gods, deities of the ancient world overthrown and cast into the Pale by the Wyrm Lords

Orc: A strong, powerful race of warriors with a long history of being enslaved

Pale: A shadowy realm of demons coterminous with the physical world. The prison of the Old Gods

Quarnis: handmaiden of a female Wyrm Lord

Sanathar: Dragon Apostle of wind and flight

Sarodihm Kalefarr: The "Keepers of the Old Ways," an ancient cult dedicated to the Six Gods and their restoration. Direct rivals of the Wyrm Lords

Shalassa: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Moonmaiden, a goddess of illusion, light, mysteries, and nature. Or invoked as the Shadowblade, a demon of darkness, deception, murder, and secrets

Sorcery: the art of channeling the Aether. Only practiced by those born with the gift

Solterys: The First Sorcerer, consort to Lahara, creator of the Veil

Tirzak: Mantis creatures who once inhabited most of Varellon before being purged by the dragons

Varellon: the name of the continent ruled by the Empire

Vatari: A magical crystal that absorbs magic. The key component in all artifice

Vaz Gorati: Sisterhood of highborn blood priestesses who worship Lahara and protect the dragon blood. They manage marriages and bloodlines across the Empire

The Veil: The barrier between the physical world and the Pale created by Solterys. Prevents demons from crossing over and imprisons the Old Gods

Wyrm Lord: the title given to full dragons when they come of age

Zelioth: One of the Six Gods. Worshipped as the Liberator, a goddess of fire, freedom, passion, and strength. Or invoked as the Spider Queen, a demon of betrayal, bondage, competition, and lust

Zinshasa: The Dragon Apostle of desire and lust, patron of concubines
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