
        
            
                
            
        

    
    


    



      
        
          The Dragon Sovereign

          A Reign of the Wyrm Lords Novel

          

        

    





Sarah Hawke

        

        
          
          Jade Fantasy

        

      

    
The Dragon Sovereign


A Reign of the Wyrm Lords Novel 
Published by Jade Fantasy
Copyright © 2023 Sarah Hawke
Cover Art by Tony Tzanoukakis
Edited by Sean L.
This novel is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and events portrayed in this novel are either fictitious or used fictitiously.
All rights reserved.
ISBN: 9798379354824




Dedication


I want to offer a special thanks to all my wonderful supporters on  Patreon, especially my super patrons Alcofribas, Daniel, Hunter, Lamar, Paul, and Sean. Without your support, none of this would be possible!  


Patreon Supporters

Adam, Alphonzo, Amcjoshua, Anino, Alan, Blaine, Bob, Billy, Commissar, Cookieforfox, David B., DDoubleU, James, Jerry, Joe, Joe Johnson, John L., Jorge, Larry, Mark, Michael B., Michael M., Onyx Bars, Rick, Romeo, Ryan, Sassy, Tom W, Wes. 






 

Prologue

9585, the 85th Year of Sovereign Valion Sorokar’s Reign


Two days after the slaughter, the fires were still burning.  
Valion Sorokar, Dragon Sovereign of Abethaal, could barely see through the opaque curtains of smoke rising from the scorched buildings. Hundreds of homes had been razed. Thousands of humans had been killed. 
A dragon’s justice had been met. 
A Sovereign must learn the virtue of restraint, but he cannot afford the folly of mercy. Not now. Not as long as the Blood Drought threatens our future.
“My lord has proven his strength,” the low female voice said from beside him. “The Empire will no longer doubt us.”
The last of Valion’s rage had drained out of him long ago, leaving nothing but an empty, hollow pit in its place. When he first came roaring over the peaks of the Godsworn Rise, he had been prepared to listen to the humans and consider their proposal to settle lands beyond the Vorsk Valley. 
But then he had spotted the corpse of his best friend lying dead on the valley floor. A dragon slain by dustborn. 
A lion slaughtered by lambs. 
“Tirathon was a fool to trust them,” the woman at his side said. “We give them land; they demand more. We give them peace; they draw blood.”
Valion swept his gaze across the smoke. No matter how much his eyes stung or his nostrils burned, he forced himself to look upon the devastation he had wrought. A Sovereign without the stomach for slaughter couldn’t be trusted to protect his people. And a man who couldn’t face the consequences of his actions was no man at all. 
The Empire would celebrate the massacre. Some would lament that he had allowed the human women and children to flee into the mountains. If the dustborn couldn’t be collared, then they should be destroyed. Humans, orcs, chagarri…they were all the same, in the end. Their lives were short and meaningless. Yet, left unrestrained, they had the power to inflict great harm upon their betters. 
The language of the dustborn is violence. It is all they know. It is all they understand. Yet they wither so quickly that the lesson must be repeated with each new generation. 
For nearly ten thousand years, the Wyrm Lords had reigned with absolute power and authority. Yet all across the Empire, the savage species were breeding strength while the dragons could not breed at all. 
Twenty wives. Fifty children. Yet only a single dragon heir. 
A small hand brushed against the golden scales of his leg, and Valion looked down upon his wife. The last he would ever take. 
“Our House remains strong because of you, my lord,” she told him. “My love.”
Wisps of smoke coiled around her form-hugging leather armor like shadowy serpents. They would have shrouded her from his eyes entirely if not for the glowing blue vatari markings tattooed upon her steely gray drow skin. Her arms, her stomach, even her neck and cheeks…they had all been branded with his power so that she might better serve him.
The mind of a dragon is no place for doubt. He acts, then deals with the consequences. If he cannot act, then he does not waste his time with worry.
“The Empire will no longer question our son’s fitness to rule,” she said. “That is your gift to him, my love. Power can only be bequeathed in blood.”
“And justice,” Valion said, shifting his gaze back to the raging inferno, “can only be mete in flame.”




1








The Black Prince

9599, the 99th Year of Sovereign Valion Sorokar’s Reign


The wood elf ranger was waiting in the saddle of her wyvern, her hazel eyes glimmering in anticipation.  
“Stalling won’t help you, Alamir,” she taunted. “Not this time.”
She might have been right. Lathriel certainly had the control to navigate the perilous canyon beneath us, not to mention the archery skills to fell an entire war party of dustborn barbarians while doing so. 
But her biggest advantage in the forthcoming race was definitely her taut, athletic body. Not because it would help her wyvern go any faster, but because all I could think about right now was how incredible it would feel to have it wrapped around me.
“I’m not stalling,” I insisted. “I’m thinking.”
“Mm-hmm,” she smirked. Despite her best efforts to pin her hair up into a ponytail, the long brown locks continued fluttering rebelliously in the wind. “Or maybe you’re reconsidering accepting my challenge. Imagine if the Black Prince were to finally lose the Razorback Run to a lowly faeyn ranger? The news would spread across the province like wildfire. Perhaps across the whole of the Empire.”
“Maybe,” I said. “But I haven’t lost yet.”
Lathriel snickered as she looked out across the canyon, and I used the opportunity to appreciate how good she looked in that armor of hers. Like most Skywatch riders, she had paired her moonsilver breastplate with a leather skirt and leggings that struck a balance between protectiveness and flexibility. But the way the metal was cropped in a crescent curve above her bare belly always made it difficult for me to concentrate on anything else in her presence.
Today was no exception. My view of her creamy midriff as well as the two-inch band of bared flesh between the top of her thigh-high leggings and the bottom of her skirt had prevented me from thinking about the actual race for several minutes now. Lathriel was a prize I’d been chasing for over two years, and I wasn’t about to give up now. 
But that didn’t mean I was going to let her win. 
“Are you ready or what?” she pressed, looking back at me. 
“Almost,” I said, peering over the edge of the bluff. The sprawling canyon below us was so massive it wound between two different Imperial provinces, but this particular stretch, the Razorback Maw, was by far the most perilous for flyers. Winding and narrow, with sharp, rocky spikes jutting out from the sides, the Maw looked disturbingly similar to the fang-filled throats of the razorback gorm who terrorized the Droughtlands. The canyon’s “teeth” were more than capable of shearing through dragon scales at the speeds we’d both be traveling. A single mistake could kill either of us. 
But Lathriel didn’t make mistakes. And as for me…
Well, I was the Black Prince. And in a few short months, I would become the Dragon Sovereign of Abethaal. It would take a hell of a lot more than one measly little canyon to dethrone me. 
“Fifty drakadas says I reach the plateau before you,” I said. 
Her look soured. “I don’t have that kind of coin and you know it.”
“Then how about this: if I win, you join me for dinner at the Starlight Henge.”
Lathriel rolled her eyes. “For one, that’s halfway across the country.”
“We could make it by nightfall without any trouble.”
“For two,” she went on as if she hadn’t heard me, “no.”
“You’re breaking my heart,” I said, leaning back from the edge. 
“And you are testing my patience! You invited me out here to race. Are we going to do it or what?”
“All right, forget dinner. How about this: if I win, you owe me a kiss. Short, simple, and romantic.” 
Lathriel scoffed, but I could see the ghost of an unbidden smile haunting her lips. “What do I win in this arrangement?”
“I just told you,” I said. “There are countless women across the Empire who’d give anything for a single kiss from the Black Prince. All you have to do is lose a race. It’s quite a bargain, if you ask me.”
“My lord is so generous,” she drawled. “How about if I win, you buy me a new saddle. One of the grishnok hide ones I could never afford.”
“Deal,” I agreed instantly. “Shall we begin?”
Kicking the heels of her leather boots into her mount’s scaly flank, Lathriel spurred him to rush forward and dive off the edge of the bluff without fully spreading his leathery wings. It was a bold and dangerous move, but she wanted to gain as much speed as possible to open up an early lead. Even without a new saddle on the line, she was one of the most competitive people I’d ever met. That inner fire had allowed her to climb the ranks of the Skywatch as a faeyn woman without a noble house or any political connections whatsoever. 
As someone who spent most of his days surrounded by pampered house scions who had earned nothing yet been given everything, I respected her tenacity almost as much as her midriff. But with that tenacity came a mountain of professional pride, which meant that the absolute last thing I should do was patronize her by allowing her to win. Lathriel would never let me hear the end of it if I didn’t push myself to the brink. But that suited me just fine. 
After all, I was a dragon. The skies belonged to me. 
The air rushed over my black scales as I dove into the canyon directly behind her, tucking my wings to my sides to maximize my own acceleration. I was well over three times the size of her wyvern, which naturally made this sudden plunge all the more dramatic…and potentially disastrous. 
Lathriel glanced back over her shoulder when my shadow eclipsed her mount, her ponytail already starting to come undone. With my superior draconic vision, I could see every detail of her face, from her hazel eyes to her button nose to the dark eyeshadow she’d only started wearing to our recent visits. 
From her gaping mouth, it was clear she hadn’t expected me to copy her maneuver. And from her wide eyes, it was equally clear she was worried I was about to get myself killed trying to show off. 
As usual, though, I had everything under control. A split second before I smashed into her, I thrust out my wings, catching the updraft and shooting past her with a canyon-splitting roar. 
I could hear her curse at my recklessness, but I never would have brushed so close to someone lacking her expertise. I also wouldn’t have needed the extra speed to defeat anyone else. Later, perhaps, she’d take it as a compliment. 
Assuming I didn’t crash and make an ass of myself. This stretch of the canyon was aptly named, not only for the rocky teeth on its sides but for the countless spiky pillars crowding it like a forest of lances. Clipping my wings on one might send me into a deadly spin; crashing into them at this speed would likely shatter even my nearly unbreakable draconic bones.
But if I’d learned anything since I’d first discovered how to harness the power of my dragon blood seven years ago, it was that I could accomplish virtually any task I set my mind to. The Wyrm Lords ruled the Empire for a reason. All we needed was sufficient motivation. 
Like trying to impress a girl. 
I rolled hard to my right as I sped toward my first obstacle, a sixty-foot-wide, three-hundred-foot-tall spike of rock. Air pressure rolled across my underside like an iron bar as I rushed past, straightening to allow my wings to cast their ominous shadow once again. The darkened blot of my silhouette swept over the ground like an omen of doom. It was no wonder that primitive peoples across Varellon had come to worship us as gods. We truly were a spectacle to behold, awesome and terrifying all at once. 
Tucking my wings to my sides, I prepared for the deadliest stretch of the canyon. The pillars were packed together here, with the stone teeth along the sides creating a deadly maze almost like the branches of a forest canopy. But I wasn’t a little bird able to flit effortlessly from branch to branch; I was a dragon with a hundred-foot wingspan and a building-sized body. I couldn’t afford to miscalculate. 
Whipping through the stone thicket with the slimmest profile I could manage, trusting in the momentum I’d gained from my dive to carry me through, I unfurled my wings in sparing spurts to maintain my glide. I was steadily losing altitude…but then, that was all part of my plan. 
I had almost made it through the dizzying maze of stone when I heard the screeching cry of a wyvern. Risking a quick glance behind me, I spotted Lathriel and her mount above to my right. Naturally, she hadn’t given up. With her wyvern’s smaller silhouette, she could afford to take the higher path, and its tighter wingspan meant she could afford to glide more as well. She was maintaining speed and altitude rather than losing both.
She really was the best Skywatch had to offer, there was no doubt about it. Especially since, unlike most of her peers, she had no sorcerous ability whatsoever. She wasn’t a blood priestess who could enhance her wyvern’s natural speed and strength or a windcaller capable of stirring the air beneath her mount’s wings. She was merely a five-and-a-half-foot woman with relentless determination and an iron will. 
And by Zinshasa, all of it made me want her that much more.
Grinning inwardly, I veered left to avoid crashing into another pillar. Lathriel would soon soar past me, but I had one more trick hidden away in my black scales. As we finally cleared the most dangerous stretch of the Maw, a quarter mile-long straightaway opened before us. I risked another steep dive, regaining the momentum I’d lost but dipping perilously close to the canyon floor while I did so. When I fanned out my wings to catch myself and glide, I stirred the snaking stream below, kicking up a mist of water and spooking the wildlife that hadn’t already run to safety. 
Directly ahead, the canyon narrowed so sharply that even Lathriel and her wyvern would have to fly up and over it. She must have been expecting me to do the same…and was likely getting worried I wouldn’t be able to climb in time. But I had no intention of soaring high when diving low would suffice. 
I focused my attention on the rushing stream beneath me, knowing I would need impeccable timing to pull this off. About two hundred yards ahead, the water abruptly and unexpectedly dipped into a cave at the center of the canyon. It then flowed downward for a hundred more yards before spewing out into a waterfall on the other side. From above, the view was nothing short of spectacular: the rushing current fed into a massive basin that was the only decent source of water in this part of the Eastern Droughtlands. And since the basin was our ultimate destination, I could save a lot of distance and time by cutting straight through rather than going up and over. 
Assuming I didn’t shred myself in the process. 
I dove hard just before I reached my target, twisting my draconic body into a downward angle and surging into the cave mouth with barely a sliver of room to spare. I kicked up another whirlpool as I soared past, rudely awakening thousands of bats in my wake. Within seconds, a thick, screeching cloud of fluttering wings and sharp teeth surrounded me on all sides. 
The cave was impenetrably dark, to the point that any other dragon would have been blinded for several potentially fatal seconds. But I had no trouble dodging the countless stalactites that yearned to rip open my scales as I rushed past. Thanks to my drow mother, my eyes could see through the shadows as well as the light. 
The sun reappeared in the final stretch as I approached the waterfall, and I shot out of the cave and over the basin with a roar of triumph, proclaiming yet another of my grand victories to the world. 
I landed atop one of the huge, flat-topped menhirs that filled the basin almost like giant stone towers, then perched patiently while I waited for Lathriel and her wyvern to join me. She was only about ten or fifteen seconds behind, a miraculous achievement by any reasonable standard. 
“Another excellent race,” I said, my draconic voice booming across the basin like the voice of a god.
“But not good enough,” Lathriel grumbled, letting up on the reins and slumping in her saddle. Her slender arms were visibly trembling; she had obviously been holding on for all she was worth. And with my hypersensitive hearing, I could detect her heart racing in her chest. 
Her mount, Vilyanos, was on the verge of exhaustion. The wyvern slumped down on his haunches to recover, though he never allowed himself to fully relax in my presence. His yellow eyes warily tracked my movements, as if he expected me to lunge forward and attack at any moment. 
“I doubt that anyone else in the Skywatch could even complete the course,” I told her, trying to be magnanimous, “let alone keep pace with a dragon.”
“Probably not,” Lathriel agreed with a shrug. “But I’d rather you gloat than patronize me.”
“Then gloat I shall,” I said, puffing out my huge chest and allowing the sun to glint off my resplendent black scales. “For I am the Black Prince, the savior of House Sorokar and the most powerful dragon in generations.”
I had hoped the ridiculous theatrics would make her laugh, but she scowled instead. “Do you have any idea how idiotic that was? You could have gotten yourself killed!”
I blew a stream of gray smoke from my nostrils as I deflated. “I had everything under control.” 
“Wouldn’t your father go mad if he knew you were risking the future of your house over a silly race through the Maw?”
“Possibly,” I conceded. “But then he’d ask me if I won, and I would proudly answer ‘yes!’”
Lathriel groaned. “Alamir, this is serious!”
“And I took it seriously. I planned all of this well in advance.”
“That almost makes it worse!”
“Not at all,” I said. “What my father would actually tell me is that a proper Sovereign should be as eager to prove himself to his future wives as they are to prove themselves to him.”
She sighed in frustration, but I could see some of the anger drain out of her. “That’s what this is about?”
I bent my draconic neck to regard her steadily. “That’s what it’s always about. I want you by my side. Now more than ever.”
Her eyes softened as she looked back. “I already gave you my answer.”
“You gave me an answer,” I corrected. “I want you to be sure it’s the correct one. There’s still time to change your mind.” 
“Good to know,” Lathriel muttered dryly.
“All I’m saying is that you should think about it,” I added. “Especially if you’re tired of losing the race.”
She arched an eyebrow. “What does the race have to do with anything?”
“You need to trade in your mount for a better one,” I told her, stretching out my wings to their fullest. “You wouldn’t even need a saddle.”
Her eyebrow crept farther upward. “You want me to ride you bareback?”
“There’s no better way. The risk adds to the fun.”
Lathriel tried hard not to smile, she really did. But her reluctant grin was every bit as satisfying to behold as the splash of pink across her cheeks.
“I’ll have to take your word for it,” she mumbled, as she reached up to rebind the many brown locks of hair the wind had liberated from her decorative band. The movement stretched her body, giving me a better view of her flat stomach. 
It was that bare expanse of smooth flesh I wanted to change so desperately. If I could convince her to wear my draconic brand, it would secure me a second wife before my ascension to the throne. A paltry number compared to some other Wyrm Lords in the Empire, but a good start nonetheless.
Especially since, unlike them, I wanted my wives to be more than political arrangements or pretty accoutrements. Mine were going to be special, not merely beautiful but powerful and accomplished. Like back in the old days, when a Wyrm Lord would spend decades traveling the world with his wives. They would adventure, train, make love…and then, only once they all knew they were right for each other, they would return home to breed the next generation of dragons. 
It was a noble tradition, and one I was firmly set on resurrecting. The Blood Drought had taken so much from the Empire, but the way it had cheapened the relationships between a dragon and his harem seemed the biggest loss of all. 
“I still think the Great Houses would lose their minds,” Lathriel said into the pause. “Bad enough that you want to bind that priestess from Lenya Valley, but at least she’s highborn. I’m—”
“Worthy,” I said. “And anyone who claims otherwise will answer to me.”
She eyed me in silence for a dozen heartbeats. “You know I care about you,” she said quietly. “But you also know you’re going to have a hard enough time getting the houses to fall in line without spitting in their faces at every opportunity.”
“Let me worry about that,” I told her. “In six months, I’ll be sitting on that throne. Abethaal will be a very different place when I’m finished with it, I promise you that. No more chaos in the Droughtlands, no more infighting in the Reach, no more surrendering to every whim of the Great Houses.”
Lathriel shook her head. “You can’t honestly believe you’ll solve all those problems overnight.”
“Of course not. But I’ll have a hundred years to set things right, and I don’t plan to squander a single one.” 
I paused and took a lumbering step closer. Wisely, her wyvern didn’t try to bite me or sting me with its poison tail. Not that it could have pierced my scales. 
“But I can’t do it alone, Lath,” I went on. “I need people I can count on and trust all over the province.”
“I’ve never let you down before, have I?” 
“No,” I said, and meant it. “But I’m going to need more than rangers and wyvern riders. I need partners. Strong, capable ones who—”
“Get brands on their bellies and spread their legs whenever you ask?” she interrupted.
“…who will be my companions and advisors,” I finished. “You don’t have to live in the palace. You can skip all of the parties. I won’t ask you to wear my brand until you’re absolutely sure you want to.”
Lathriel snorted. “Oh, the Great Houses would love that. And the Vaz Gorati would lose their minds. The Sovereign can’t take a wife who won’t wear his family crest.”
“Fuck the court,” I said. “Fuck the blood priestesses. Fuck all of them, I don’t care. I just want you. Everything else can wait.”
She fell silent and studied me again. My mother’s voice echoed in my ears, begging me to take a highborn wife from a powerful house. Visions of all the noble girls waiting for me back home, eager to pledge their unspoiled wombs to my seed, flashed before my eyes. 
All of it left me cold.
I wanted more than a harem. I wanted a family. A dragon needed to lead by example, and that was exactly what I was going to do.
“You really mean it, don’t you?” Lathriel asked, her voice quiet.
“Every word,” I said. “We’ve proven that we’re a great team. I want you at my side.”
“And in your bed?”
“That would be nice,” I conceded. “But I want a partner first.”
Lathriel shifted in her saddle but stayed silent. Perhaps that meant it was time to show her what she was missing. 
Closing my eyes, I harnessed the dragon blood roiling in my veins. Changing form had proven incredibly easy for me, at least compared to the stories my father had told me about his own decade-long struggle to turn flesh into scales. For whatever reason, I’d never found it that great of a challenge. Shifting was a straightforward matter of focus and concentration, no different than controlling one’s breath. 
It was certainly a hell of a lot easier than channeling magic. Sorcery, unfortunately, seemed like it might take me many more years to master. I could feel the invisible currents of the Aether surrounding me and could channel its power through my body…just not very well. 
Not yet, anyway. Thankfully, my dragon blood was much more receptive to my call. 
My bones cracked as they warped, twisted, and eventually shrank inside me, a process that violated the rules of the physical world and arcane theory both. But the blood of the Dragon Goddess Lahara flowed through me, and her power was unbound by the laws of mortals or magic. 
My vision was always the first thing to go; the blackness that engulfed me was somehow more unnerving than the brutal contortions of my own skeleton. By the time I could see again, my gaze was focused upon the steely gray skin of my arms. There were no claws or scales or mighty draconic sinews, just the pale gray flesh of a highborn elf whose mixed heritage sickened every noble in Tel Kithas, even the ones who were desperate to earn my favor. 
“You’re getting better at that,” Lathriel observed. Her voice sounded so much louder and richer now that we were closer to the same size. “It looks less…painful.”
“It never hurts, not exactly,” I told her, amused at the stark transformation of my own voice. It was still deep, but far rougher and smaller, like a harsh whisper to a bellowing roar. “It’s difficult to explain.”
“I can only imagine. Speaking of things that are difficult to explain…is there a reason the artificers imbued your glamour stone without the ability to create a shirt?”
I rose upright and examined my tall, fit body. The blue vatari gemstone nestled in my amulet had already conjured an illusory outfit for me. Since normal clothes were a bad idea for a shapeshifter who didn’t want to constantly destroy them, I didn’t bother wearing them whenever I expected to assume dragon form. The glamour stone could weave a convincing illusion of virtually any outfit I desired, which today consisted of finely tailored brown linen trousers, a pair of comfortable black boots, and little else. 
“My highborn half doesn’t get enough sun,” I said innocently, holding out my arms and soaking up the brilliant afternoon rays. 
Lathriel’s eyes lingered on my pale but sculpted chest. “And your drow half?”
“It will manage,” I said, smiling despite how painful my sensitive eyes found the light out here in the clear skies of the Droughtlands. 
“I thought you liked the drow part of you best?”
“Only when it’s annoying people who’d rather pretend my mother was a highborn,” I replied dryly. “Is my bare chest really so offensive to you? I thought faeyn appreciated the natural world in all its splendor.”
“We also appreciate that proper clothing is necessary for survival,” Lathriel said with a snort. “Aren’t you freezing up here?”
“Yes, but don’t tell anyone,” I said, rubbing at my chilly forearms. “I’m trying to cultivate an aura of invincibility here.”
Lathriel laughed, though she turned away as if she wasn’t completely comfortable letting me see it. “Your secret is safe with me. Now put on a damn shirt!”
“As you wish, Captain,” I said, reaching down to tap the stone to conjure myself a gray doublet that sadly wasn’t anywhere near as warm as it looked. “Better?”
“Much,” she said. 
“Good.” I paused and brushed my fingers over the clothing as if to convince myself they were real. “Now, I believe you had a report for me?”
Lathriel nodded, her expression shifting to business. “I do, but I’m afraid it’s not as informative as we’d hoped.”
I tossed a glance west over the edge of the menhir to the seemingly endless expanse of the cracked, arid terrain beyond. She and I could fly over the ever-growing wasteland in a few hours, but most travelers and caravans didn’t have that luxury. 
“I’ll take anything I can get at this point,” I said. “But learning where the Vorskai attacks are coming from would be a good start.”
“I’m afraid we’re still not sure,” Lathriel lamented. “The griffons have to be coming from somewhere in the Godsworn Rise, but our sorties still haven’t seen any hatcheries or roosts. The humans aren’t stupid—they know they can’t leave their people or weapons out where a dragon could torch them.”
“Apparently, they also know how to breed griffons,” I said sourly. “And ride them.”
My playful mood drowned in an abyss of renewed worry. No, the Vorskai definitely weren’t stupid, but they were bloodthirsty. In the last month alone, they had launched three daring attacks on the precious vatari shipments traveling from the mines of Selod Maril to our ports on the southeastern coast. And they hadn’t struck solely with spears and cavalry, either—they had swooped down upon the convoys on the backs of griffons.
“We’ve deployed extra Skywatch wyverns to every settlement in the south, and your father has started sending escorts with all the vatari caravans,” Lathriel said. “We won’t be so defenseless the next time they strike.”
“No, but that may not stop them from trying. Solterys knows what they could want with all that vatari. Their sorcerers don’t know how to use it.”
“That we know of,” Lathriel said. “Someone could have taught them the basics of artifice. Maybe it’s how they’ve been able to survive in the mountains for so long.”
“I suppose,” I replied, not really believing it. Human sorcerers were so rare they’d never had a chance to cultivate many of their own channeling traditions. They relied heavily on elemental and primal magics, which the Grand Magistrix and most highborn sorcerers considered chaotic and primitive.
But that didn’t mean such magic wasn’t dangerous. And if Lathriel was right and some of their shamans and witches had learned how to inscribe runes in their weapons…
“I’m still not convinced that they care about the vatari, honestly,” Lathriel said. “I still say the timing is suspicious.”
“I agree,” I said gravely. “Fourteen years of relative peace, and now, mere months before my coronation, they come screaming out of the mountains. If they were more politically savvy, I’d say they wanted to make my family look weak.”
“The humans might not care about Imperial politics, but your enemies do,” she said. “Someone could be giving them information. Or weapons. Though I wouldn’t make any accusations without proof.”
“Definitely not,” I agreed. As reviled as House Sorokar was in certain political circles these days, I still found it hard to believe that another Great House would aid the dustborn in such a way, especially with the safety of our precious vatari on the line. Without the crystals from the mines at Selod Maril, artifice was impossible…and without artifice, the entire infrastructure of the Empire would crumble.
If the attacks continued, it wouldn’t be long before the Empire got involved directly. And that wouldn’t be good for anyone.
Especially me. 
“There is one thing you need to know,” Lathriel said. “It’s just a rumor, and normally I’d hesitate to bring it up. But in this case…”
“What is it?” I asked, frowning at her uncharacteristic caginess. 
“Like I said, it’s just a rumor,” she repeated. “But I spoke with several traders in the Western Droughtlands over the past few days, and they all repeated the same story.”
“Which is?”
“They claim that the Vorskai are attacking because they have a new chieftain who believes he can defeat us.”
I snorted. “They got overconfident quickly, didn’t they?”
“Maybe not,” she said, visibly bracing herself. “Because they also claim they’ve given birth to a dragon.”
If I’d been speaking with anyone else, I would have assumed she was making a joke to try and lighten the mood again. But Lathriel wasn’t the type, and this…this wasn’t funny. 
“That’s not possible,” I said. My voice sounded oddly parched, and not because of the dry air up here in the canyon. “There’s no such thing as a human dragon.”
“I know. But that’s the rumor.”
I swallowed heavily. Ever since I’d come of age and started paying attention to the politics of the court, I had gotten used to dealing with a certain amount of hysteria surrounding the human and orc tribes who lived in the mountains across the province. At times, it seemed like my father’s advisors were always in a panic about something. They loathed the idea of any of the short-lived “dustborn” races cultivating their own sorcerers. But there was precious little we could do to stop it short of annihilating them. 
Mercifully, sorcerers remained rare among the barbarians—only a small handful within each tribe, and usually only one or two with any significant channeling ability. But none of the dustborn races had given birth to a dragon before. Most highborn elves couldn’t imagine the Dragon Goddess Lahara sharing her divine blood with anyone whose life was so short and pointless. But then, most highborn couldn’t imagine a lot of things. 
Like a half-drow Wyrm Lord. 
“Do you have any specific details?” I asked. “Like how old he’s supposed to be?”
“She,” Lathriel corrected. “All they said was that she’s a young woman who can conjure fire with a flick of her wrist.”
I hissed softly. Fire magic was dangerous, obviously, but I was far more concerned about her gender. Female Wyrm Lords were much more likely to produce dragon offspring, even from a father who lacked the gift. If she could produce more dragons while the Empire suffered through the Blood Drought…
“This has to be a trick,” I said, shaking my head. “Have any of your sources actually seen this girl turn into a dragon?”
“No,” Lathriel said. “The Vorskai are convinced she has the gift, but it’s not like anyone is going to believe the prophecies of their untrained witches. And I doubt your father will loan them a blood priestess to perform a proper test.”
“Definitely not. It has to be a lie.”
“If so, it’s a stupid one. I can’t think of a better way to provoke the Empire and get annihilated. Can you imagine how the emperor would respond if he heard about this?”
“Not well. The Great Houses have been pushing my father to wipe out the rest of the Vorskai for decades. If they hear a rumor about a dragon, they’ll want him to personally raze every mountain in the province to make sure he gets them all.”
“Well, I don’t know if it’s true or not, but my instinct is to be cautious. Humans are more cunning than people give them credit for, but they’re also prideful in their own way. They want the Droughtlands for themselves, and they truly believe the Old Gods are wilting the land to punish us.”
I winced as my eyes flicked out over the edge of the menhir again. Outside the basin, Razorback Canyon had been arid and dusty for as long as anyone could remember, but the Droughtlands beyond had once been a fertile paradise. But year by year, the verdant green was slowly giving way to desiccated brown, and the timing coincided almost precisely with the so-called Blood Drought. The Empire spawned fewer and fewer dragons each generation, to the point that I was one of only two born during my father’s hundred-year term as Sovereign. 
“Do you think they’re right?” I asked softly. 
Lathriel shrugged. “I think the Vaz Gorati would have me flayed in my saddle for heresy if I did.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
Her hazel eyes seemed to lose their focus for a moment, as if she was no longer looking at anything in particular. “I don’t know,” she said eventually. “I’m just a simple faeyn ranger, remember?”
“There’s nothing simple about you,” I said, stepping right up next to her saddle. “And you know how highly I value you opinion.”
“In this case, I honestly don’t have one. There are days I’m not sure Lahara and her children were real, let alone the Old Gods.”
I smiled tightly. Even hedging as she did, it was still a heretical opinion, and one that would get her into a lot of trouble with her superiors in the Skywatch if she ever shared it. Doubting the divinity of Lahara and the first dragon children would rouse the ire of most other Wyrm Lords, too. 
But not me. In my opinion, the corridors of power in Tel Kithas—and across the whole of the Empire—had grown far too accustomed to consensus for my tastes. I wanted wives who would challenge me, not merely look good on their backs.
Though that certainly didn’t hurt. 
“Well, I suppose the point is that we need to know if the humans are lying,” I said. “Do you have any other contacts in the Droughtlands you trust?”
“A few,” Lathriel said. “But I don’t know if they’ll be able to help. And even if they can, it’s only a matter of time before this rumor reaches Tel Kithas. And once it does…”
I nodded silently. The Great Houses weren’t exactly known for their temperance when it came to dealing with the dustborn. But I didn’t want to see the humans destroyed. They were a primitive people in many ways, but that didn’t mean they deserved to be annihilated just because they chose to live outside the bounds of the Empire. And of all their scattered tribes, the Vorskai had the richest culture and most resilient traditions.
Years ago, back before I’d learned to grow wings, let alone spread them and fly, my father had taken me to the site of his flaming purge. I could still taste the ash in my mouth whenever I thought about the scorched buildings and rampant devastation where the Dragon Sovereign had unleashed his awesome power. 
He had meant for it to be a lesson in justice, but all I’d seen was a massacre. To avenge the murder of his best friend, he had wiped out thousands of humans in a single night. Some of their bones were still there in the dirt today, blackened monuments to the power of the Avethian Empire and the Wyrm Lords who ruled it. 
“After the first convoy was attacked, my father could have taken action himself,” I said. “But he wants me to handle this problem.” 
“To prove to the Great Houses that you’ll make a good ruler?” Lathriel asked. 
“Something like that. The first duty of a Dragon Sovereign is to protect his province. The second is to protect the Empire.”
“And the third?”
“To protect and care for his wives,” I said as if it were obvious. “And the many children they bear him.”
“Hmph,” she grunted. “You’d think that someone as powerful as the Dragon Sovereign would prefer wives who are capable of defending themselves.”
“He does,” I said, placing my hand on her wyvern’s long, scaly neck. “But that doesn’t mean that their safety isn’t still his responsibility. Or that he wouldn’t do anything to shelter them beneath his wings.”
Lathriel eyed me again. “For what it’s worth, I think you’ll be a good Sovereign. If you don’t get yourself killed attempting idiotic stunts to impress me.”
“But it worked, right?” I asked. 
“Maybe a little,” she conceded. “And I suppose I do owe you a kiss.”
I chuckled, sliding my hand from her wyvern’s neck to pat her knee. “I’ll let you off the hook this once,” I said. “But please, let me know the moment you hear anything else.”
“I will,” she promised. “After all, you are the Black Prince, the savior of House Sorokar and the most powerful dragon in generations.”
“I am pretty amazing, aren’t I?”
“Sometimes. When you’re wearing a shirt.”
I laughed. And the smile that tugged at her lips—the first one she didn’t try to fight during our talk—was absolutely worth it. 
“I need to get back to Tiralis,” she said. 
“Then I won’t keep you any longer, Captain,” I said, bringing my hand up in my best impersonation of a proper Skywatch salute. “Just consider my offer, all right?”
“I will,” Lathriel said. She took up the reins of her wyvern, and Vilyanos brought himself upright and unfurled his leathery wings. “And Alamir?”
“Yes?”
“It was good to see you again.”
She spurred Vilyanos off the edge of the plateau before I could respond, and I watched with a smile as she soared west across the canyon back toward the emerald spires of Tiralis. I needed to get moving myself. It would be close to dark by the time I returned to the palace, and I was supposed to attend another Presentation tonight. The nobles who’d brought their daughters to meet the next Dragon Sovereign wouldn’t be happy if he didn’t show up. 
They weren’t going to be happy when I refused their proposals, either, but I didn’t care about that. In the end, it would all be worth it to see their faces when I’d finally assembled my harem. Not from their social-climbing daughters, but from women I’d chosen myself. My dragon priestess, my ranger captain, and hopefully plenty of others who would help me restore our broken land. 
The only real doubt in my mind was whether or not we’d have time to do it. Because if the humans really did have a dragon of their own, then I might never have a chance to sit on the throne. If anything went wrong, the Empire would blame House Sorokar for failing to uphold our duty. And if that happened, the Great Houses would turn against their half-drow prince in a heartbeat. 
Grimacing, I once again harnessed the power of my draconic blood and spread my wings.
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The Lords of Tel Kithas


The two-hundred-mile journey from Razorback Maw to Tel Kithas was long, wearying, and dangerous on foot. Crossing through the Eastern Droughtlands could take a week all by itself.  
For a dragon, the trip was only a few hours. But after what Lathriel had told me, I decided to add another hour by swinging south toward Selod Maril first. Krynn was on guard duty there today, and with all the recent concerns about protecting vatari shipments from the Vorskai raiders, it wasn’t a bad idea for the Black Prince to make a personal appearance, if for no other reason than to inspire the soldiers garrisoned there. 
The detour also gave me more time to think. About Lathriel, about my coming coronation, about how or if the human tribes could have given birth to a dragon. I kept telling myself that it was impossible, and I sincerely hoped that anyone who heard the rumor dismissed it in the same breath. The longer we avoided stoking a panic, the better for everyone.
Especially the humans themselves. Distantly, I wondered if they even realized the danger they had put themselves in over a few meager shipments of vatari crystals. Their lives were so short that fourteen years was almost an entire generation. Perhaps they’d forgotten what had happened the last time they had drawn the Sovereign’s gaze…
The thought burned away at me as I soared over the Eastern Droughtlands. The cracked, arid terrain swam past me in a mosaic of reds and browns, and I couldn’t help but wonder what it must have looked like a millennia ago before the Drought. It was consuming our blood and the very land we walked upon, yet no one in the Empire had a convincing explanation for why or how. 
Growing up, I had told myself countless times that I would be the one to find the cure. It was probably a common fantasy, a little boy’s dream about being a hero of destiny. Silly or not, though, I hadn’t given up hope. Not yet. 
I allowed the images of a lush renewal to sustain me until I approached Selod Maril, the largest source of precious vatari crystals in the entire Empire. Like the provincial capital of Tel Kithas, the so-called “Crystal Crater” was surrounded by a ring of unscalable mountains that provided a natural defense against any encroaching army from the ground. The western approach held the only walkable path into the valley and its many mines, and the Empire had constructed fortifications to reinforce it further, including a thirty-foot-high wall and half a dozen towers. There were two wyvern aviaries as well, one on both the northern and southern sides, which served as a home for daily Skywatch patrols. 
No one had attacked Selod Maril directly in almost a thousand years, not since the Tirzak Migration when twenty thousand of the mantis-warriors had swarmed over the wall…and been summarily annihilated by just three dragons. The murals in the palace made the massacre seem like a fiery triumph. 
In reality, I had to imagine that any wanton slaughter had to be disturbing to behold. Not to mention disgusting. 
I approached high over the eastern edge of the mountain just to ensure that everyone saw me coming. And as I coasted over the tallest peaks and dipped beneath the clouds enshrouding them, the splendor of the valley itself opened up before me. I hadn’t understood the scale of the mining operation here until I had witnessed it myself, and even then, it was still difficult to wrap my head around. 
Fifty thousand miners were spread throughout the caverns here, on top of the two thousand soldiers and overseers needed to supervise them. The vast majority of the laborers were orcs, though some were drow and a few were simply prisoners. Vatari mining required both immense skill and delicate extraction techniques on top of brute force to reach it within the rock. And since the entire reason the crystals were so prized was their ability to absorb magical energy, it wasn’t as if sorcerers could simply blast the stone with spells. 
No, vatari had to be mined the hard way, and Selod Maril was the result: an immense, city-sized outpost that sprawled across the entire length of the valley. Thousands of buildings, hundreds of flophouses, and dozens of fortifications watching over them all. 
The banners from each of the Great Houses fluttered over different sections of the outpost, denoting which part of the operation they controlled. But the Sorokar banner—a golden dragon set against a red flag—was the only one hanging from the fortifications. The security of the province had been our glorious burden for five straight centuries, and as long as I could produce at least one dragon heir, that tradition would hopefully continue beyond me. 
I headed all the way across the valley toward the main gate and the barbican protecting it. Krynn was nearby, perched atop the northern tower in his full dragon form. In an odd twist of fate, his red scales were a much closer match to the Sorokar heraldry than my black ones, despite the fact he wasn’t actually a member of our house. 
I landed next to him atop the tower, thankful that the designers had built it wide enough—and strong enough—to support two fully grown Wyrm Lords. Then again, when Selod Maril had originally been constructed, there had been over a hundred dragons here in Abethaal rather than just two. 
“If you wanted to catch me sleeping on the job, you’re a little late,” Krynn Mandar rumbled in his perpetually sardonic voice. “I had a nice nap after lunch. I don’t think any of the soldiers noticed.”
“You did warn me that you weren’t cut out for sentry duty,” I replied with a snort. “Is it really that dull?”
“Let’s just say I’d rather be chasing a pretty girl through Razorback Canyon.” 
He started to shift fully upright on his haunches to give us a bit more space on the tower, but I wasn’t planning on having this conversation as a dragon. Voices tended to carry when one was fifty feet tall. 
Krynn waited a moment before following my example and shifting back to his true form, and I wasn’t the least bit surprised to see a sour look on his face after doing so. 
“Well, this is boring,” he said, brushing at the splintered-shield crest of House Mandar on the red tunic his glamour stone had conjured. “It’s better for morale if the soldiers think we’re invincible monsters.”
“Maybe, but this is important. And I wanted privacy.”
Krynn eyed me skeptically. He wore his honey-blond hair long and straight like most highborn men, another tradition I’d bucked mostly to annoy the court. But if they could survive the gray tinge in my alabaster skin, they could survive my short white hair, too. 
“I take it your race with Lath didn’t go well?” he asked. “I’m not surprised. One of the Skywatch rangers told me she likes to take her wyvern out when she’s off-duty. Probably practicing the race in the canyon.”
I snickered at the thought. For her to sneak out of the Skywatch barracks and fly halfway across the province for practice…apparently it really did bother her that I won the race all the time. I shouldn’t have found that as amusing as I did.
“It went fine, actually,” I said. “It’s what she told me afterward I wanted to discuss.”
“Bad news?” he asked. 
I paused and glanced around the tower out of habit, but there was no one up here. None of the soldiers would dare interrupt a conversation between Wyrm Lords. 
“Rumors from the Droughtlands,” I told him. “About why the Vorskai decided to come out of the mountains and start attacking.”
“Their twisted gods finally drove them insane?” Krynn asked. “Or they could be dimmer than we thought. Even the orcs have learned to stop biting our ankles.”
“The short version is that they have a new leader,” I said. “A leader who claims they’ve given birth to a dragon.”
When I’d heard the news, my face had surely turned pale. Krynn, on the other hand, just rolled his eyes. 
“And I heard that the Ashreaver orcs claim their newest generation of warriors are literate,” he said with a sneer. “The dustborn believe a lot of ridiculous things. They have to, otherwise they’d spend all their time worrying about how half their lives slipped away during lunch.”
“But if it’s true—”
Krynn snorted. “Sanathar’s breath, Lath really got you going with this one, huh? You win the race, but she makes you fret about worrying over nonsense for days. Clever girl.”
I pushed my tongue into the back of my teeth. He knew Lathriel well enough to understand she wasn’t a prankster. But then, he’d always been contemptuous of dustborn in general and humans in particular. I should have known he wouldn’t take this seriously. 
“It’s probably nonsense,” I agreed. “But it’s still going to upset a lot of people when the rumor inevitably reaches the capital.”
He waved his hand dismissively. “No one’s going to believe it for a second. The humans are toothless leophon trying to scare us into leaving them alone. But it’s not going to work. Once we find their griffon hatcheries, you and I can wipe them out in an afternoon.”
I pursed my lips. I couldn’t quite put my finger on why, but his confidence made me feel more anxious rather than less. Maybe he didn’t understand the nuances of the politics here, or maybe he was underestimating the Vorskai. 
Or maybe he was right, and I was getting worked up over nothing. 
“Everyone is overreacting as usual,” Krynn said, shaking his head. “Humans don’t have the arcane knowledge to use the vatari crystals they stole, and we’ll recover it all anyway once we figure out where they’re coming from.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“I’m a dragon—I’m always right.” His green eyes twinkled, and he bumped me on the shoulder. “I’m way more interested in hearing about what happened with Lath. You finally wear her down?”
“Not yet,” I said, unable to stop myself from smiling. One of Krynn’s best traits was his relentless focus on what was truly important in life. Not war or politics or magic.
Women. 
“Must think the ‘hard to get’ routine will get her more status in your harem,” Krynn said. “You should have told her there’s never been a faeyn First Wife. She’s missing out on making history.”
I snorted. “She enjoys serving in the Skywatch and doesn’t want to lose it.”
“She’d get over it quick once she realizes how comfortable your bed is. Besides, she could ride you whenever she wanted. And fly on your back, too.”
I laughed. “I did point that out.”
“Mm. Well, if you insist on playing her little game, there’s one easy way to win.”
“Oh, this should be good.”
“You know how competitive she is,” Krynn said. “You should ask her to come to the Presentation tonight. Once she sees what she’s up against—once she realizes how many highborn girls are about to get thrown your way—she’ll be begging you to brand her in no time.”
I rolled my eyes. “Wow, I can’t believe I didn’t think of that.”
“I’m serious! I bet your father has all kinds of stories about girls competing for his attention.”
I sighed. “Did you really sit out here all day worrying about my love life?”
“Not much else to do,” he said, pointing over the tower battlements to the inside of the valley. “There are two caravans loaded and ready to head out for the Saranthe docks, but House Tynov refuses to send them until the Vorskai are dealt with. Idiots are losing more coin every day by waiting.”
My eyes followed his gesture to where the Tynov caravans were parked near the gate. The wagons were impressively large; and the house guards were camped around it almost like a battlefield. The shipment was likely bound for Narthil or Rivani, but it could have been headed anywhere in the Empire. 
“Besides,” Krynn went on, “I can’t start putting together a harem until you do, so I’d appreciate it if you’d stop wasting time.”
“There’s no rule saying I have to take wives first.”
“No, but having the Claw of the Prince start branding girls before his Sovereign does seems…distasteful.”
“I never realized you were so thoughtful,” I said dryly. 
“You know the dragon’s creed: province, empire, then wives.” Krynn shrugged. “I won’t wait forever, though. And I don’t think my concubine will last much longer without another girl to share the burden.”
“I’ll try and keep that in mind. Anyway, we should start heading back. The Presentation is supposed to start in three hours.”
“Finally. I’ve been ready to leave since I got here.”
I stepped away from him to get enough room to transform. But as my bones grew and my flesh transformed into scales, my mind flashed back to Lathriel’s warning. Krynn might not have taken it seriously, but I couldn’t unwind the anxious knot in my stomach so easily. There was simply too much at stake, not only for me, but for House Sorokar and the entire province. 
The mind of a dragon is no place for doubt, my father’s voice popped into my head. He acts, then deals with the consequences. If he cannot act, then he does not waste his time with worry. 
Father had given me plenty of advice over the years, and some of it was worth listening to. There was nothing I could do about the Vorskai or this alleged dragon girl of theirs right now, so there was no point in worrying about them. 
And yet…
“I’ll race you to the palace aviary,” Krynn said, his renewed draconic voice booming across the whole of Selod Maril. “Loser has to explain to General Elyon why neither of us told the Wyrmguard when we’d be back tonight.”
Bracing my mighty ivory talons upon the battlements, I nodded. “It’s a deal.”
[image: image-placeholder]The race was closer than I’d hoped, if only because I’d spent over half the day flying while Krynn had been lounging around and saving his strength. But despite the fact my dragon form was larger and heavier than his, flying had come so naturally to me that I made up the difference with raw talent. 
About halfway home, the Droughtlands finally transitioned back into lush, fertile forests and plains. We gave the farmers tending to the fields quite a view as we raced past, one black dragon and one red, the Lords of Tel Kithas.
Past the plains, we soared over the edge of the mountains and began our final approach to the capital. Nestled securely in the unscalable peaks of Lahara’s Cradle, Tel Kithas may have been the most naturally fortified settlement in the entire Empire. It may have also been the most self-sufficient: with a sparkling lake at its center and bountiful forests and grasslands filling the rest of the valley, Tel Kithas had all the food and water it could ever need. And since the Cradle was also rich in moonsilver and iron, our metalworkers had no shortage of raw materials, either. 
Thousands of years ago, when the highborn had first settled here, the city’s name had been something of a joke. The ‘End of Civilization’ marked the farthest reaches of Imperial expansion, a rustic backwater only outcasts would ever wish to call home. But the two Great Houses who had settled here—House Sorokar and House Vermillion—had quickly proven everyone wrong. The discovery of the vatari deposits in Selod Maril had fueled the growth of the Empire to every corner of Varellon. 
Sadly, the Blood Drought had eventually winnowed House Vermillion to a single dragon—a dragon that had fallen victim to human betrayal. When the Vorskai had murdered Tirathon Vermillion fourteen years ago, they had done more than kill my father’s best friend and provoke the wrath of a dragon. They had ended one of the proudest blood legacies in the Empire. 
And for that crime, they had suffered greatly. 
Krynn’s bellowing roar pulled me out of my reverie as we surged over the city. We were flying low—only a few hundred feet above the rooftops, close enough that the people in the streets could easily note the shadow of our passing and the rush of wind as we streaked past. I hoped that the sight of two young dragons would be inspiring rather than terrifying. If I hadn’t been born with this gift, I certainly would have been grateful that the city had such loyal guardians and protectors. 
I banked to my right as we shot past the Spire of Sorcery close enough to ruffle the robes of the apprentices practicing their magic on the uppermost balcony. Once we’d passed the majestic crystalline tower, I glanced back beneath my wing to see if Krynn was going to make a final push to win our race. But apparently he had instead decided to show off for our public by climbing upward to the top of the Temple of Sanathar. The towering gray obelisk paying homage to the Dragon Apostle of Wind was the tallest building in the city and one of our favorite roosts.
I thought about joining him there, if only to spend a few minutes looking down upon the reactions of our subjects, but I could already imagine how annoyed my Wyrmguard protectors would be that I’d left the city without telling them this morning. The sooner I put out that particular fire, the better. 
I angled my wings to bleed off speed as I approached my destination. The palace itself was nearly the size of an entire city district, especially when one included the lush gardens and barrier of trees surrounding it. The circular aviary at the top of the building was wide enough for a half-dozen dragons to stand around and have a conversation. Another relic of the era when it was constructed, since there were only three dragons left in the entire province.
The red-gold banners of House Sorokar fluttered majestically in the wind as we soared overhead, and an entire unit of Wyrmguard soldiers were waiting for us, their moonsilver glaives held upright and their resplendent golden armor glittering in the day’s waning sunlight. General Elyon was there as well, unfortunately, no doubt waiting to scold me for disappearing without protection again. His armor and crimson-red scales were a perfect match for the Sorokar banners flapping above him. 
He was accustomed to me taking a lap or two around the city before landing these days. I mostly did it for fun, but also because I hoped it would remind the people of Tel Kithas that they were safe under the shadow of my wings. The fact that the habit annoyed the piss out of Elyon was an added bonus. 
The rumble of my feet crashing down seemed to send a shockwave across half the city, and the blast of wind from my wings ruffled the red plumes on the helmets of the Wyrmguard soldiers. They maintained discipline and stood firm, then turned in perfect unison and dropped to their knees.
“I am grateful for your safe return, Prince Alamir,” Elyon said in that deep, perpetually sour voice of his. “Though in the future, you may wish to reconsider the wisdom of traveling outside the palace walls without a proper escort.”
“I might,” I said as Krynn landed beside me. “But I wouldn’t count on it.”
Elyon’s muzzle twitched slightly. Like all Wyrmidons, his shapeshifting abilities were limited to a hybrid dragon knight form with the scales, claws, and head of a full dragon but no wings. The visage was quite intimidating; he towered over the other guards by two or three feet. I enjoyed assuming dragon knight from time to time as well. It was an elegant way to remind people of your awesome power without growing so large you destroyed an entire building in the process.
“Perhaps my lord needs to be reminded how many individuals stand to benefit from his demise,” Elyon said, his tone inching perilously close to insubordinate. “Or perhaps he should simply remember that despite his insistence to the contrary, he is but a man of flesh and bone.”
“And scales, when the mood strikes him,” Krynn added.
“Scales which are not impenetrable,” Elyon added firmly. “And sorcerous talents that remain woefully undeveloped.”
“You make an excellent point, old friend,” I said, stiffening my posture until my shadow stretched across the entire aviary. “Just look at how weak and feeble I’ve become.”
Krynn chuckled. Elyon did not. 
“I see that my lords remain insistent upon treating threats to their safety as a joke,” he said. “I pray to the Seven it will not cost Tel Kithas its mightiest protectors…or the Dragon Sovereign his only heir.”
I sighed. One day, I promised myself, I would get Elyon drunk enough that he would actually be pleasant to be around. But today, sadly, was not that day. 
“My apologies—I do appreciate your concern,” I said, smiling when I saw a flicker of movement across the aviary from the corner of my eye. “But there are some journeys I must take alone. I have much to learn about our land and my people before I’m ready to lead them.”
“Then perhaps my lord should spend more time consulting with his father’s advisors,” Elyon said. 
Krynn snorted, a sound like the snap of a ballista. “Good luck with that. You might as well ask an orc to use a napkin.”
Elyon shot him a glare. “No Sovereign can rule without wise counsel.” 
“I would be more inclined to listen to their advice if they’d traveled beyond Tel Kithas sometime within the past decade,” I told him. “They know much of Abethaal’s history but precious little of its present.”
“History is an invaluable guide.”
“And a prison for those unwilling to look beyond it,” I countered. “But your point is well taken. It is important to seek wisdom wherever it can be found.”
“I am pleased my lord agrees,” Elyon replied mildly. “In the future, he would be wise to—”
“Our lord will act however he desires. It is not our place to question him.”
Elyon turned and directed his omnipresent scowl toward the highborn woman strutting toward us from across the aviary. She was tall and slim, with a calf-length skirt of blue silk fluttering over her shapely legs and a cropped bodice covering her breasts. The gold-threaded trim of her outfit gleamed brilliantly in the sunlight, as did the dragon idol atop her staff that marked her as one of the Vaz Gorati, a Blood Priestess of Lahara and one of the revered keepers of draconic lore and wisdom. 
She also happened to be the woman I intended to make my First Wife. 
“Priestess,” Elyon greeted the newcomer with a curt nod. “I thought you were still training at the temple.”
“The only further training I require is how I may best serve the dragon prince,” the woman said in a rich, husky, and thoroughly imperious voice. “Perhaps you could benefit from some of that training as well, General.”
The man’s eyes flared wide, and I was suddenly glad I hadn’t yet taken my natural form. It was much easier to conceal a smirk as a dragon than as a man. 
“I have been serving the Sovereigns for three generations,” Elyon snarled. “I know precisely what is required to—”
“And yet you do not obey his commands without hesitation,” she interrupted. “The Goddess has chosen him. His will is our law; his desires are our destiny. Yet you still behave as if you have the right to question his decisions?”
There was something undeniably stunning about watching a twenty-year-old girl who’d been a mere temple acolyte six months ago lecture a three-century-old Wyrmidon twice her size. It was impertinent at best, downright insulting at worst. And despite his many virtues, Elyon was not the type of man who would let such an obvious slight roll off his back, not even in front of his future Sovereign. 
“The general was merely pointing out the danger I face in traveling alone,” I said, deciding it was better to get involved now before their bickering turned into something more serious. “His counsel on matters of security is always welcome.”
“As you say, my lord,” the priestess said with a bow. If she was at all upset that I’d blunted her attack, she didn’t show it. “I am pleased by your safe return. I never doubted it for a moment.”
It was a subtle barb, delivered with the kind of expert precision I had come to expect from Lady Sariss Virethi, a woman from such a minor house that most of the nobles here in Tel Kithas wouldn’t recognize it. At least, not until I had chosen her to become the next Dragon Priestess.
“I appreciate your service, General,” I said, once again hoping I could prevent a fight. “But I would like a moment alone with my own advisors. I will see you again at tonight’s Presentation?”
Elyon glared at the impudent girl for another few seconds before he finally turned back to me and nodded. “Of course, my lord. But if you plan on leaving the palace again beforehand—”
“I shall let you know,” I finished. “Don’t worry.”
He nodded, then turned and signaled for the other soldiers to stand and follow him back down into the palace. He didn’t bother looking at Sariss or Krynn again as he marched past. 
I waited until they were out of sight before I leaned my dragon head down closer to her and shook it back and forth. 
“Laying it on a bit thick, aren’t we?” I asked. “He’s only trying to do his job, and Krynn and I don’t make it easy for him.”
“He doesn’t respect you,” Sariss said. “Not the way he should.”
I chuckled despite myself. As the son of the Dragon Sovereign, I was accustomed to a certain amount of sycophancy everywhere I went. The guards, the servants, the other nobles who frequented the palace…they had been treating me as if I were a god walking amongst them my entire life. 
But most of them were liars—especially the nobles. They had despised me ever since I’d emerged from the belly of my father’s drow mistress-turned-wife. Some of them had refused to consider me highborn at all.
Then there was Sariss, the woman who meant every word she said. 
“Many of the others still doubt you as well,” she said, scowling back at the staircase leading from the aviary into the palace. “With your permission, my lord, I shall begin teaching them the error of their—”
“It’s all right,” I soothed. “I’d rather not start any fights before the Presentation tonight.”
Krynn snorted. “She’s right, though. They don’t respect you, not like they should. Especially Elyon.” He shuffled in place, his red wings puffing out a few feet from his chest. “We are Wyrm Lords. A wingless thinblood should be thankful we let him bask in our presence.”
“You shouldn’t call him that,” I said. “Not even in jest.”
“Why not?”
“Because he’s been a loyal servant of my family for over three centuries. He deserves our respect as much as we deserve his.”
Krynn scoffed, an impressively loud sound coming from a dragon. “Not this again.”
“I’m serious,” I said more firmly. “Elyon is a good man, and it’s not as though it’s his fault his gift isn’t as strong as ours.”
“What does fault have to do with anything? He is what he is because the Goddess didn’t favor him.” Krynn’s golden eyes narrowed slightly. “Besides, it’s not like the old days. Thinbloods are allowed to breed now. He’s been rewarded for his service with what, twelve wives? If he’s frustrated, he can go home and fuck one of them until he feels better. Maybe he’ll get lucky and one of the younger ones will pop out a real dragon before he’s too feeble to hold a blade.” 
“That’s not really the point,” I said. 
“Isn’t it?” Krynn looked down at Sariss. “You’re the expert on history and protocol here. Am I wrong about anything?”
Her blue eyes flicked between us before stopping on me. “I…I defer to my lord’s judgment in this and all matters.”
Krynn snorted again. “At least you’ve trained her well.” 
I repressed a sigh. “I’ll see you at the Presentation tonight.”
“Right,” Krynn said after a moment, accepting the polite dismissal. “Until then.”
He rushed across the aviary, then took off with a mighty flap of his wings. The gust of wind tousled Sariss’s golden hair and blue skirt, but she didn’t even look at him. Her gaze, as always, was focused upon me. 
“I hope I have not upset you, my lord,” she said. “I only wished to express my agreement with Lord Mandar that—”
“It’s all right,” I soothed. “I didn’t want to start any fights before the Presentation, that’s all.”
Taking a deep breath, I focused on my blood and shifted back into my elven form. Sariss watched, her face a portrait of awe and reverence, as my body shrank and my bones snapped into place. 
“My lord’s power is undeniable,” she breathed. “All who doubt you are fools.”
I groaned as I rose from all fours and touched the glamour stone to conjure an outfit. As odd as it sounded, I was looking forward to putting on some real trousers. The air might have been much dryer and warmer here than out east today, but there was a point when a man wanted to feel fabric on his skin again. 
“Elyon trusts me,” I said, stretching my neck back and forth. “He knows what I’m capable of. He worries that I’m too young and reckless to understand the gravity of my responsibilities.”
“He should not doubt you,” she repeated, more quietly this time as she looked me up and down. “No one should.”
I smiled and closed the distance between us, then gently placed a hand on her cheek. The inquisitorial fire in her eyes faded at my touch, and they fluttered shut as she practically melted into my hand. She was always like this when I hadn’t seen her for a few days, especially when I hadn’t touched her for several more before that. There were moments when it really did feel like I was her god, and that she wilted the longer she went without my presence. 
I leaned forward and kissed her, and as my free hand slipped around her slender waist to pull her against me, I was glad that I’d dismissed the soldiers along with Elyon. Privacy outside the bedroom was a rare thing for any Wyrm Lord. For a dragon prince, it was practically unheard of. 
“My lord honors me with his touch,” Sariss breathed when our lips parted. “How may I serve him?”
“I’ll think of something,” I replied, kissing the tip of her nose. 
She smiled back, earnestly and intently. I had been impressed with her ever since my father had taken me to the Temple of Lahara a year ago to meet the blood acolytes who had recently come of age. The role of Dragon Priestess was a vital one; she was a historian, healer, and proselytizer all in one. Through her, my will—and my decrees—would become known to the people of Tel Kithas and beyond. 
He’d clearly intended for me to choose a girl from one of the more important families, but I’d known that Sariss was the one from nearly the moment I’d met her. There had been something about her, a heady mix of determination and competence…and the perfect amount of fanaticism. 
“Any news while I was gone?” I asked, gently tucking an errant strand of gold hair behind her pointed ear. 
“No, my lord,” she said, her voice breathy as if she couldn’t quite summon its full power while I was touching her. “Were you able to meet with the Skywatch Captain?”
“Yes. Lathriel is the reliable type.”
“She should be, if she is to become your wife alongside me.”
I snorted. “Well, I’m still not sure about that one just yet. She remains…hesitant.”
Sariss frowned. “Why?” 
“She has her reasons,” I hedged. “Some of them make sense.”
“I do not understand. You are offering her the opportunity to bear a dragon’s children! There is no grander destiny for a female who is not a dragon herself.”
I pursed my lips, unsure if I wanted to try to explain this to her right now. Frankly, it might not have been possible. House Virethi was a deeply religious family; they had given Sariss over to the temple when she was only six years old. She was so steeped in tradition I doubted she could conceive of how a woman could turn down the offer of a Wyrm Lord. 
“Lathriel isn’t fond of the idea of spending all her time in Tel Kithas,” I said. “Or dealing with court politics. I can’t exactly blame her for that.”
Sariss studied me, her eyelids fluttering again when I traced my fingers along the sensitive tips of her ears. “Yet you still believe she is worthy of your seed?”
“She’s worthy,” I insisted. “There’s no question about it.”
“Then she should be yours,” Sariss said flatly. “If you bring her to me, I will ensure she understands her place.”
“And how would you do that?”
“However I must,” she shrugged. “Even the softest leather must be broken before it can be worn.”
I blinked, trying hard to imagine what she meant by that…and very much enjoying the mental pictures it conjured. 
“Did she learn anything new about the Vorskai?” Sariss asked. 
With great effort, I pulled my mind back from the salacious abyss where it had fallen. 
“Just some new rumors,” I said, choosing my words carefully. Sariss was hardly a gossip, but as a Vaz Gorati priestess, she wouldn’t take the news about a human dragon lightly. And for now, I wanted her to remain focused on the surprise I had in store for her tonight…
“Then I would ignore them, my lord,” she said. “Such distractions are not worthy of your time.”
“Good advice,” I said. 
“If you wish, I could attend the ceremony with you. To help you judge which women are worthy—and properly deferential.”
“It’s tempting,” I said, now imagining her scolding some poor noble’s daughter for not getting on her knees quickly enough. “But I actually have a more important job for you tonight.”
Sariss arched both of her thin blond eyebrows. “My lord?”
I dragged my fingertip down her bodice all the way to her soft, smooth abdomen. Sariss was a traditional girl in many ways, which her tutelage in the Vaz Gorati had only reinforced, and tradition dictated that all highborn women of marriageable age bare their stomachs when outdoors as a sign of fertility and availability. Even after they’d been branded, most dragon wives chose to continue baring their bellies out of pride, at least until after they had borne a child. 
“The artificers delivered the dust to my chambers early this morning,” I told her. “Just before I headed east.”
Her face lit up as if I had just opened a chest filled with gold. “You mean you finally convinced your parents?”
“No, I simply stopped caring what they had to say. I choose my wives, not them or anyone else. And I want you to be my first. Unless you’d rather wait for—”
“No!” she practically shouted. “I-I mean, there is no reason to wait. I am yours, my lord. Body and soul.”
“I thought you’d feel that way,” I said, tracing my fingertip around her navel in the draconic symbol of House Sorokar. “But it means you have work to do.”
Sariss nodded eagerly, her breath catching in her throat. “I will prepare the binding chamber, my lord. And I will prepare my body for you as well.”
“Good,” I said, leaning forward to kiss her again. It was immensely difficult not to throw her onto the ground and take her right here on the roof of the palace, but somehow, I managed to restrain myself. Knowing Sariss, she would go all-out for the branding ritual, which meant that neither of us would be getting much sleep tonight. A little patience now would definitely pay off later…
“You should get going,” I whispered, pulling away and giving her a coy smile. “Your Sovereign expects you to be ready for him.”
“I will be, my lord,” she promised. “I swear, I will give you a night you will never forget, and I will serve you faithfully from now until we return to the Aether.”
“Then go. I’ll see you later tonight.”
With a visible effort, she pulled out of my embrace, then practically skipped across the roof toward the stairs with the giddy excitement of a girl half her age. It was so wildly out of character that I doubted any of the other priestesses would have believed she was capable of such a thing. 
Yes, tonight was certainly going to be interesting. And all I had to do was survive a Presentation filled with my family’s would-be enemies. 
I took a deep breath as I turned to look upon the majesty of Tel Kithas. As magnificent as it was from the skies above, it was every bit as stunning from here on top of the palace. The Seven Spires were all visible, one for the Dragon Goddess herself, one for Solterys, her consort and the father of sorcery, and the other five for her children. 
Half a million highborn lived here in the Cradle, and I sometimes wondered how many of them would eagerly give me their daughters without a second thought…or how many would plunge a dagger into my back given the chance.
Sariss was right about one thing. Idle rumors probably weren’t worth my time, and ultimately it wasn’t the humans I needed to worry about tonight. No, the dark truth about being a Wyrm Lord was that one’s most powerful enemies were much more likely to be here at home.
After taking one last look at my glorious city, I turned and headed inside the palace.




Interlude

The Dragon Slayer


Rasmus had been watching the drow woman ever since she’d entered the Bloated Ogre, though he had yet to figure out what an agent of House Teviss was doing in this pisshole of a tavern. Her disguise was keeping her safe for now, but the moment she lowered her hood and showed off those pointy ears and amethyst eyes of hers, she would be in a whole lot of trouble. The folks eking out a meager existence here in the Western Droughtlands weren’t fond of anyone from Tel Kithas.  
Still, watching her skulk around was more entertaining than the last bard had been, and Raz contented himself with the show while he finished his bowl of gormling stew. The newcomer would find him sooner or later, and it was never a good idea to negotiate on an empty stomach. 
His partner should have been around here somewhere. Although knowing Borkesh, he’d probably gotten into an arm-wrestling match with one of the raiders upstairs. Or maybe he’d finally convinced that busty barmaid he’d been ogling to open her blouse and make a cushy home for his dauntingly large orc cock. Either way, he wasn’t anywhere in view, and from the way the newcomer was finally sauntering toward Raz’s table, it appeared that later had become sooner damn quick. 
“So,” the drow woman said as she approached the table, “this is the vaunted Slayer.”
Raz remained silent as he swallowed another bite of stew, then washed it down with a swig of ale. As usual, he was sitting in the back corner of the tavern, steeped in shadows, and the Ogre was so full tonight that no one else seemed to be paying him much attention. 
Not yet, anyway, but that could change in a heartbeat. Anyone who sat down to talk with him and didn’t immediately try to stab him was interesting almost by definition, and this particular woman stood out amongst the horde of drunk fishermen and hungry travelers no matter how hard she tried to blend in. Her dark, hooded cloak was common enough, but her moonsilver breastplate—painted jet black to conceal its nature—was anything but. Even the quality of the stitching in her gloves was a stark contrast to the tattered hides and linen wrappings worn by everyone else here. The tribes of the Droughtlands were a diverse lot with many different skills, but they simply didn’t have the materials or magic at their disposal to waste precious resources on something fashionable rather than functional. 
“You’ll forgive me for being disappointed,” she said as she pulled out a chair and took a seat. “From the tales I’ve heard in the Reach, I expected more from the legendary Sorekûl Drakath, the man who killed a dragon and lived to tell the tale.”
“Sounds like your problem,” Raz told her. “And that seat is taken.”
“It is now,” the woman agreed.
It was one of those casual power moves a person only tried when they were either fearless or so insecure that they felt the need to pretend otherwise. Though in her case, perhaps she was merely an arrogant bitch. 
“I’ll make this brief, Slayer,” she said. “I have a job for you.”
“Is that so?” Raz asked, keeping his left hand beneath the table while his right lifted his mug of ale back to his lips. He didn’t exactly fit in with this crowd, either, but everyone in the Ogre knew who he was, by reputation if not by appearance. 
“There’s a human in the Droughtlands,” she explained. “A murderer and a criminal.”
“You’ll have to be more specific,” Raz replied dryly. 
“She’s Vorskai,” the drow said. “Female. Young.”
Raz swirled the last of his drink over his tongue. “I don’t kill children.”
“She’s not a child.”
“I don’t kill women, either.”
“You won’t have to.” 
The woman reached into her cloak—a brazen motion that nearly made Raz grab the throwing knife in his baldric. But when her hand reappeared, it was holding a hefty coin purse. Her violet eyes stared at it for a long moment, as if trying to decide whether or not she actually wanted to offer it to him. But eventually, she tossed it across the table.
“Bring her to the garrison at Sethuil,” she said. “Alive. If you do, there will be three more of those waiting for you.” 
Raz considered lifting his empty mug and pretending to drink, if for no other reason than to avoid looking overly eager to dig through the pouch. But at the same time, he also didn’t want anyone else to see it—flashing coin in the Ogre was a quick way to trigger a brawl. He settled on a mix of speed and prudence, taking several seconds to evaluate his mug before dragging his hand to the pouch and tugging the strings. 
He didn’t bother to count the individual coins. The moment he saw that they were golden drakadas rather than silver drakes, he knew he was holding a small fortune. 
“The Sovereign offers it as a gift,” she said. “A token of peace and an end to hostilities between you. Take it and live well…or do as he commands and live even better.”
Raz pulled the pouch beneath his jacket before anyone spotted it. “The Sovereign, huh?”
It wasn’t a genuine question, and the woman didn’t dignify it with an answer. No one else in the province, even the scions of the Great Houses, would drop several hundred drakadas in front of an assassin who had built his entire reputation around killing sorcerers. Not to capture one measly human, anyway.
But the Sovereign was a different animal. For all his personal power, he preferred to act through intermediaries whenever possible. He was equal parts cunning and devious, and Rasmus wouldn’t put it past such a man to hire an enemy to handle a difficult job. 
“If your master has taken a personal interest, this must be important,” Raz said. 
“All you need to know is that this job pays far better than any normal hunt,” she told him. “I suggest you take it.”
“Maybe he’s just bored of all his other wives by now,” Raz mused as if he hadn’t heard the response. “He hasn’t taken a new one in a while, has he?”
The woman’s lower lip curled. “We don’t know what she looks like, only that she’s nearly always in the presence of the Vorskai chieftain. He’s led some of his tribe down from the mountains—they’ve been spotted along the ridgeline of the Godsworn Rise south of Tiralis. Kill as many of them as you need to—or want to. It makes no difference as long as you bring her to us alive.”
Raz paused mid-thought. “You want her that badly and you don’t know what she looks like?”
The woman didn’t answer as she rose back to her feet. “I was told to deliver the message and the payment. You now have both.”
She managed three full steps before she abruptly paused and turned. “I suggest you consider the Sovereign’s offer, Slayer. The Droughtlands have been lawless for far too long, and the crown will not tolerate the chaos forever. Aiding him in this matter may buy you clemency for your past…indiscretions.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” Raz said. 
Her eyes lingered upon him. For a heartbeat, he thought he saw a hint of sorrow in them, but then she pushed her way back toward the tavern entrance and disappeared. 
It wasn’t until the door closed behind her that Raz finally lowered the crossbow he’d been holding beneath the table and clipped it back to his belt.
“Vorskai,” he mumbled, opening his jacket enough to glance down at the pouch stashed within. There had to be at least two hundred coins in there, and with each golden drakada worth ten times as much as a silver drake…
With a few more bags, he could buy himself a decent manor in Vimaldis with as many serving girls as he wanted. It would be a pleasant way to end his rapidly dwindling life…and he could give whatever was left to his partner’s clan. They could certainly use it. 
He was still thinking it over when Borkesh materialized from a crowd of raiders who’d apparently decided to headbutt each other into submission while screaming at the top of their lungs. The big man didn’t look happy enough to have spent any time introducing the barmaid to his orc cock, nor sweaty enough to have been wrestling anyone. 
“What the hell was that about?” he asked, growling over his protruding tusks as he took the seat the drow woman had abdicated a minute earlier.
“A job,” Raz said. “A very interesting job, at that.”
Borkesh raised his black eyebrows, a motion that stretched the old scar covering the left side of his russet face. It wasn’t quite dark enough in here for his red eyes to glow, but it was damn close. 
“I noticed the pouch,” he said. “Someone who paid in advance?”
“Technically, it’s not even a payment,” Rasmus said. “Just a token of goodwill from our beloved Sovereign.”
Borkesh’s eyebrows rose further. “Is that so?”
“That’s what she claimed.”
“But you don’t believe her?”
“I’m not sure yet.”
As carefully and surreptitiously as he could manage, Raz reached into the pouch and retrieved a single gold coin, then held it beneath his palm as he passed it across the table. His partner continued frowning until he’d taken the coin and looked at it. 
“Well, well,” Borkesh murmured. “If I’m not mistaken, that’s an Imperial seal.”
“Meaning that coin was pressed in Glorinfel,” Raz said with a nod. “Not Tel Kithas.”
The orc examined it for another moment before he slipped it into his baldric, likely never to be seen again. “That doesn’t necessarily mean anything,” he said, leaning back and crossing his arms as if begging his partner to challenge him for the stolen gold. “Coin gets passed around a lot these days.”
“True,” Raz conceded. “Though they seemed newly minted.”
“You think the Empire has taken an interest in a local problem? Maybe without the Sovereign’s knowledge?”
“I don’t have any theories yet. But either way, you have to admit that it’s interesting.”
Borkesh mused in silence for a heartbeat. “What’s the job?”
“Capture and deliver,” Raz said. “Apparently, our benefactor is very interested in a particular Vorskai girl. She must know something. Or have done something.”
“Or some noble heard she was cute and wants another house slave,” Borkesh said dismissively. 
“I thought about that. But I can’t imagine anyone paying so much for one human girl who will age faster than he’ll lose interest.”
“You never know. Some of the Avetharri have legendary appetites. You’re the biggest glutton there is!”
“Hardly,” Raz muttered, trying not to be too annoyed at the comparison. His white hair was long and thick enough that most people wouldn’t notice his pointed ears, and even if they did, his skin was so pallid they probably assumed he was some kind of sickly human crossbreed. 
Regardless, he couldn’t really blame his partner for the cynical attitude, especially considering how many of his kin were now serving as slave soldiers in the Sovereign’s armies. There weren’t many free orcs left outside of the clans like his that still lived in the mountains.
“Do we know where this girl is?” Borkesh asked. 
Raz shook his head. “No details other than the fact she can usually be found around their chieftain, and that the Vorskai have been spotted south of Tiralis along the Godsworn Rise.”
“That’s it?”
“It’s not much.”
“It’s nothing,” Borkesh grumbled. “If the Vorskai have left the protection of the mountains, they aren’t going to stay in one place for long. Besides, there must be thousands of humans in this part the Droughtlands these days. There are a couple dozen in here right now!”
Raz shrugged. “If this girl is so important that the Empire is willing to drop a thousand drakadas to get their hands on her, someone will be talking about her.”
His partner’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “You want to check your sources in the Reach?”
“I don’t see a need to go that far out of our way, not when we could just as easily head south. When was the last time you visited Siren Falls?”
“Too long,” Borkesh said. “But the last time you were there, you and Sabari had quite the fight.”
“That was a misunderstanding,” Raz said more or less honestly. “She’ll be ecstatic to see us, I promise.”
“Mmm,” the big man murmured, clearly unconvinced. “Fine, so we see what she has to say. Then what?”
Raz rose from the table, his mind still trying to figure out why one meager human girl could possibly be this valuable. “Then we track down our quarry,” he said quietly. “And we get paid.”
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The Presentation


An hour after my return to the palace, I was cleaned up and alone in my suite. As usual, the house servants had tried their best to help me; also as usual, I had reminded them that Wyrm Lords were more than capable of bathing and dressing themselves. I didn’t resent them for trying to do their jobs, but that didn’t mean their constant doting wasn’t annoying.  
I hadn’t been able to figure out whether it was my father or my mother who put them up to it. If I had to guess, though, it was the former. The great Valion Sorokar acted like he wanted to stick me in an impenetrable gilded cage where no one could hurt me until it was time for my coronation. 
It was the paradox of Lahara’s gift. Dragons were nearly invincible weapons, yet we had become so rare we were treated like delicate glass baubles.
The Presentation was almost upon me by the time I’d dressed, but I planned to use my last few minutes of private time to enjoy the peace and quiet of my room. Or rather, the three rooms that made up my suite in the palace. The bathing chamber was half the size of some of the public baths in the city, and the sitting room was so wide and well-furnished it could easily host a meeting with twenty nobles…or twenty wives, if I ended up following in my father’s footsteps. 
My actual bedroom was the coziest space. Naturally, it was still larger than all but the most expensive merchant suites, but the dark wood furnishings and thick, comfortable carpets made it my favorite. 
I couldn’t assume my full dragon form in here, but I could strut around in hybrid form without breaking anything important. Not that I had any particular interest in being a nine-foot-tall dragon knight unless I was sparring with Krynn or our trainers. 
The bed itself was intentionally large enough to support me in hybrid form with plenty of space left over for a few wives. So far, I’d never needed that extra room while sleeping. But once Sariss had taken my brand…
I smiled at the thought. Oddly, a part of me actually enjoyed sleeping alone; it was often more comfortable when one didn’t have to worry about sprawling out or sharing blankets. But I imagined it must also feel nice to fall asleep next to a woman you’d just made love to.
I had just passed through the open doorway into the bedroom when I caught a flicker of movement by the plush divan set near the window. With the blinds drawn, the only light was coming from the flickering magical blaze in the hearth on the opposite side of the room. A normal highborn would’ve had trouble seeing much beyond a few yards, but my dark elf eyes had no difficulty spotting the servant girl delicately placing a letter on the low table in front of the divan.
“Karethys?”
The girl hopped at least a foot into the air, and she gasped so loudly I thought she might faint. But thankfully, she remained upright…at least until she dropped to her knees in supplication. 
“A thousand pardons, my lord!” she said, voice trembling. “I-I thought you were still bathing, but I wanted to deliv—“
“It’s all right,” I soothed, holding out a hand. “You’re always welcome here.”
With her head bent low in a penitent bow, it was difficult to read her expression. But I could see her amethyst eyes press shut as she took a deep breath and tried to compose herself. 
Medium height and slender, with long black hair and steely gray skin, Karethys was a full-blooded drow my mother had brought here from House Teviss once I’d come of age. But she was more than another household servant; she was my larnís, my royal concubine meant to instruct me in the bedroom arts and ensure I was ready to properly please my future wives.
“My lord is most generous,” Karethys said, keeping her eyes low. “I apologize for not having a meal ready for your return.”
I waved away her concern. “You had no idea when I was coming home.”
“I-I should have known you’d return before the Presentation. I could have—“
“I said it’s all right,” I repeated as I strode over to her. “I’m not hungry anyway.”
She stayed silent, probably still mentally chastising herself for not instantly anticipating my needs. From the way she acted sometimes, I wondered what my mother said or did to her when I wasn’t around. Because Lahara knew I’d never even raised my voice at her, let alone disciplined her. 
“Rise.” I resisted the impulse to help her up. Not because I didn’t want to, but because I knew she wouldn’t accept. My mother had spent a lot of time—too much time, frankly—making certain this girl understood her place in the family hierarchy. 
Karethys brought herself back to her feet. Her eyes had reopened, but she kept them pointed squarely at her bare feet. I wasn’t certain I’d ever seen her wear shoes, or much of anything at all besides her traditional concubine attire, which amounted to little more than black lingerie and a sheer skirt.
And, naturally, the golden collar around her slender throat. 
“Hey,” I said, reaching out two fingers to gently lift her chin. “How many times have I told you that you’re allowed to look at me?”
“I…” she stammered, making a visible effort to meet my gaze. “Often, my lord.”
“Then maybe I need to make it a command,” I said, smiling. “You know you’ve nothing to fear from me. And if my mother ever says anything harsh to you—“
“She does not,” Karethys replied quickly. Too quickly. “The Dragon Mother tells me only that I am to obey you without question, for you will soon be Sovereign.”
I started to reply but then stopped myself. I definitely needed to have a stern conversation with my mother when she and my father returned from their trip north to Lostrien. I had a feeling that she’d been especially harsh with all the servants before she’d departed, and just thinking about it made me a little queasy. 
“Anything interesting happen while I was gone today?” I asked, changing the subject. 
“N-no, my lord,” Karethys said. “This wing of the palace was rather quiet. The servants were all busy organizing the Great Hall for the Presentation tonight.”
“At least you were spared from that fate,” I said. “None of the seneschals tried to rope you into helping, did they?”
“No, my lord.”
“Good.” I paused and pointed at the letter she’d placed on the table. “What’s this?”
“One of your mother’s assistants gave it to me this morning. She told me to deliver it to you before the Presentation.”
“Ah,” I murmured, nodding in understanding as I picked up the letter and broke the seal. A single piece of folded parchment awaited me inside, penned in flowing, narrow script that allowed a remarkable number of words on a single page. 
The drow language, Qevlâs, was considered guttural by most highborn, but I’d always enjoyed the heavier consonants. In this case, though, my mother’s operatives had used their native tongue simply because so few people bothered learning it these days. And among those that did, nearly all of them would read this page and believe it was little more than an oddly written letter from a lowly House Teviss maiden writing to her father here in Tel Kithas. 
But I knew better. 
“Is something wrong, my lord?” Karethys asked. 
I glanced up over the parchment to see her violet eyes focused upon me. My brow must have been furrowing harder than I’d realized. 
“No,” I lied, working my way through the cipher. “Not really.”
The actual message in the letter was quite short—just two simple sentences scattered across the text. The important words were marked by small grammatical errors only a fluent speaker would notice, and once they were chained together…
The threat is real. Act soon, or others will.
A cold pit of dread formed in my stomach. With a grimace, I folded up the letter and placed it back in the envelope, then walked with it over to the fireplace. It was unlikely that anyone else would be able to decipher it, but I knew better than to keep it around. 
I watched the flames devour the parchment, wishing for the first time in a while that my parents were here. The moment the Vorskai had launched their first attack on the vatari caravans, my father had undoubtedly ordered my mother to track the humans down to wherever they were hiding in the mountains. Not that he’d needed to order it. My mother relished her role as his chief enforcer and spymaster, and she was a firm believer in taking the initiative. 
But the message almost sounded like more of an ultimatum than a report. Her agents must have heard the same rumor Lathriel had shared with me, and if those agents had tracked this alleged dragon girl down by now as well, they might simply assassinate her rather than take any chances… 
The pit of dread returned with a vengeance, though I wasn’t quite sure why. I should have been relieved that my mother might solve this Vorskai problem before it became a crisis. But my father had wanted me to figure out a way to deal with the humans as a way to prove to the Great Houses—and to him—that I was worthy of the throne. 
And this…this didn’t feel right. My mother and her House Teviss allies may have preferred the shadows and the blade, but I didn’t. Not unless there were no other options. 
“I need to find her,” I whispered. “And figure out what in the bloody void is going on.”
“My lord?” 
I inhaled sharply and saw Karethys still standing near the divan, her face creased with concern. 
“Just thinking aloud,” I said. “It seems I have a few difficult decisions to make before my coronation.”
“Of course,” she replied demurely. “I have done my best to prepare my lord’s chambers for visitors tonight. The bedding has been double washed, and I took the liberty of moving my lord’s devices to the dresser. Anything you require should be within easy reach.”
I turned away from the fire and smiled. She had drawn the completely wrong conclusion about my frustration, but that was all right. At least this was something I could talk about with her. 
“That’s very thoughtful,” I said, glancing at the dresser. Gags, whips, stimulation crystals, resuscitation elixirs, and more lay in neat rows upon a blue linen cloth. Knowing her, she had packed the top drawer full of everything a prince could possibly need to break in a new lover. She knew them all quite well, considering she was the only one I’d ever used them on.
The role of the larnís was ancient and venerable. It simply wouldn’t do for a Wyrm Lord to explode the instant he introduced his wife to his cock…or, perhaps even worse, for him to not understand how to please her when she offered herself to him for the first time. The larnís were the solution to both problems. 
Yet recent events had caused some to question that tradition. My father’s choice to remove the collar of his drow concubine so he could get her pregnant—and then her giving birth to a dragon—had sent ripples of discontent across the entire Empire. And then, of course, there was the fact that just a few years later, Lord Vermillion’s human concubine had turned out to be a Vorskai sympathizer sent to gain his trust and then lure him into an ambush at Dragonfall. 
I’d found it surprising that more Wyrm Lords hadn’t fallen in love with their larnís. Karethys had been my guide to the joys and wonders of sexual intimacy. Her body had been a gateway to pleasures that outshone all my youthful fantasies. I had spent so much time inside her these past few years that there were days she almost felt like my First Wife. 
“I don’t believe I’ll be needing them tonight, though,” I said, clearing my throat and pushing aside the memories as I sauntered back to her. “I have other plans.”
Both her thin black eyebrows twitched upward. “You have arranged to brand the priestess?”
I blinked. “How did you…ah, you saw the materials the artificers delivered.”
“A thousand pardons, my lord,” Karethys said, raising her hands in contrition, “I did not mean to speak out of place.”
“You didn’t,” I assured her, reaching out to take hold of her wrists. I squeezed, hoping that my touch would convince her that all was well even if my words couldn’t. “Yes, the Lady Sariss is preparing for the ceremony right now.”
“Congratulations, my lord. It is a momentous day for a Wyrm Lord to brand his first wife!”
“I hope she’ll enjoy it,” I said. “And if she does, I’ll have you to thank.”
Her gray cheeks turned almost purple with embarrassment, and her eyes instantly returned to the floor. “My lord honors me. I have done nothing but—“
“You have been a loyal and caring companion,” I told her, releasing her wrists so that I could lift her chin to face me again. “I wouldn’t trade you for all the concubines in the Imperial court.”
Karethys smiled. It was warm and sweet, the kind of smile that, if it were on the face of any other woman standing this close to me, I would have met with a kiss in a heartbeat. 
But that wasn’t her role. I had made love to her countless times over the past few years. She had worn my dragon seed upon every inch of her gray flesh. And yet we had never once kissed or slept in the same bed. She was my larnís, not my wife or mistress, and was therefore worthy only of my lust, not my affection or love. 
It was a very old and very stupid custom, in my opinion, and one I would have gladly ignored like so many others. But Karethys herself had been quite insistent about abiding by it, probably due to my mother’s influence. Whatever the reason, though, I respected her wishes. I wouldn’t have taken her to bed in the first place if she hadn’t been so eager to embrace her role. 
The runic collar around her throat was a far more practical tradition. The device allowed me to discipline her—a function I had never used—but it also protected her womb to ensure I could use her body however I wished without worry of accidentally granting a lowborn female the privilege of carrying my child. 
“I think I’ve been making a mistake,” I said quietly.
Karethys frowned. “My lord?”
“I haven’t told you how pretty you are in far too long.”
Her cheeks flushed again, but she held my gaze. “Does my lord wish me to relieve him before the night’s festivities?”
Looking into her eyes like this, it was difficult to refuse. And most of the time, I wouldn’t have thought twice about tapping her on the shoulder and watching her drop to her knees so her mouth could work its magic. But today was different. Sariss would be waiting for me in the binding chamber after the Presentation, and she deserved to have me completely to herself. 
“Not right now,” I said. “I should get going.”
“Of course, my lord,” she replied, the faintest flash of disappointment in her eyes. “I look forward to meeting—and serving—the First Wife.”
Smiling again, she scurried across the room and out the door, her bare feet utterly silent on the carpet. I took a deep breath and glanced back at the hearth once she was gone. The letter had vanished into the flames, but its warning was right there at the forefront of my mind. 
Act soon, or others will. 
I could almost imagine one of my mother’s assassins out there right now with a blade pressed against this Vorskai girl’s throat. Yet again, I knew I should have found the image comforting. But yet again, I didn’t in the least. 
“There must be a better way,” I whispered, eyes lost in the flames. “And I need to find it.”
[image: image-placeholder]A few minutes later, I was in the corridor en route to the Grand Hall. Krynn intercepted me nearly the moment I left my room, casually falling into step at my side and fiddling with the collar of his tunic. 
“I figured you’d show up at least an hour late just to make everyone sweat,” he said. 
“I thought about it,” I admitted with a wry smirk. “But I figured these people hate me enough as it is.”
“They’ll hate you more after you reject all their daughters. Which is still your plan, isn’t it?”
“I don’t know. I’m open to being surprised.”
He snorted softly and shook his head. He had combed his honey-blond hair straighter than normal for the evening, and the impish look in his dark green eyes told me that he was about a hundred times more excited about this than I was. The gold sash looped around his white tunic was embroidered with the splintered-shield crest of House Mandar, though the House Sorokar dragon was right there on his somewhat gaudy amulet. As the Claw of the Prince, he had the right to represent both of our houses in most matters. 
An entourage of servants trailed behind us as we passed through the pristine white corridor, and a group of Wyrmguard protectors kept pace with us as well. The palace had more guards than any building in the entire province, save perhaps the fount of power beneath it, but I’d always found the security to be unnecessary. The halls were so damn labyrinthine that I still got lost sometimes, and I’d spent my entire life here. 
“Do me a favor,” Krynn said, “try to meet at least a few foreign girls before you leave tonight.”
I frowned. “Why foreign girls specifically?”
“Because they’re the ones we need to worry about the most. The provincial families will eventually come around, if for no other reason than they’ll have to contend with you personally. But the visiting ones will definitely try to intimidate or manipulate us. Remember, they still consider us an ignorant backwater, and Solterys knows they’re all petitioning the Empire to step in and keep a half-drow off the throne. We need to remind them that we’re in charge here.”
“You’re starting to sound more and more like my mother these days,” I murmured. 
“She’s a smart woman. Say what you will about House Teviss, but they know how the game is played.”
“Meaning…?”
“Meaning that the Empire is watching us closely,” Krynn said in a low, almost conspiratorial voice as we turned a corner to a longer hallway. “Half the Great Houses bet their fortunes on your father never producing an heir. They thought the emperor would hand the whole province over to them just to make sure a trustworthy dragon was on the throne. You ruined that.”
“That’s me, ruining the plans of idiots from the moment I was born,” I replied dryly. “Of course, if I didn’t have the blood, you would have ruined their plans instead.”
“Doubtful. The Vaz Gorati knew you were a dragon the moment you were born. By the time they figured out what I could do, it was too late. The Empire would have already sent in foreign dragons to take over by then.”
“Maybe.”
Krynn shrugged. “Regardless, what I’m saying is that our goal tonight isn’t to get some pretty girls into your bed. We need to send a message that will ripple across the Empire. Everyone from here to Glorinfel needs to know that the Black Prince isn’t to be trifled with.”
“Right,” I said, trying to bury my reflexive disgust at the thought of playing politics. As much as I longed to be Sovereign, I had no interest in the day-to-day nonsense of the court. I refused to believe that all this scheming and plotting was what the Dragon Goddess had envisioned when she had imprisoned the Old Gods and founded the Empire. 
My mother had once warned me that anyone who thought politics was inherently interesting was not to be trusted. It was one of very few things we agreed on. At some point, though, I would need to accept the annoying reality of certain things. Learning how to deal with the idiots awaiting me in the Great Hall was one of them.
“Ready?” Krynn asked as we reached the giant double doors. Two of the palace guards stood outside, their faces fully concealed aside from the T-shaped visors. Their silver armor was nearly as resplendent as the Wyrmguard and the same quality as well. 
“Ready,” I said, nodding to the guards. 
Closing my eyes, I stretched out to the Aether. The currents of magic were always there, invisible, powerful, and extremely dangerous to anyone who didn’t know how to control them—as well as plenty who did. 
But not me. As a dragon, sorcery was my birthright. I could pull the Aetheric currents into my body as easily as air into my lungs. The trouble was figuring out what to do with it afterward. 
In this case, though, that wasn’t a problem. The concealed glyphs on the double doors responded to my awakened power, and they promptly swung open without anyone touching the handle. It was about the most trivial feat of channeling one could imagine, especially since I could have ordered the servants to pull them open. But this was a matter of protocol. 
Wyrm Lords didn’t open doors—doors opened for them. 
“Not bad,” Krynn murmured. “Maybe soon you’ll be able to light your own candles.”
I snorted softly as we started forward. His channeling abilities weren’t any more powerful than mine, which wasn’t surprising considering his bloodline hadn’t produced all that many sorcerers in recent memory. Before his birth, there had even been rumors about Mandar compensating for their weakness by dabbling in Palerending, shadow magic that relied upon demons rather than sorcery. 
But I was a Sorokar, one of the strongest families in the Empire. I didn’t really have an excuse. Thankfully, though, I was the most natural shapeshifter the Vaz Gorati had seen in generations. 
All things considered, I felt I had come out ahead on that particular bargain. 
With Krynn two steps behind me and our entourage several steps behind that, we strutted through the entryway and into the Great Hall.
To call it a vast, absurdly spacious chamber would have been a woeful understatement; to call it a dizzying display of wealth and decadence would have been right on the mark. 
The hall was several hundred feet wide on each side, a seemingly unnecessary waste of space until one considered that it had been built large enough to accommodate the Sovereign in his full dragon form. In preparation for the event tonight, the pristine white floor had been polished to gleaming, and the dozens of marble columns spread throughout the chamber sparkled almost as brightly. There had to be at least a thousand people down there right now, milling amongst buffet tables laden with delicacies and sweetmeats. Most were merchants or nobles without a great deal of influence. Everyone truly important was up here on the second level.
The raised gallery encircling the chamber was sectioned into a dozen semicircular sitting areas meant to provide a space where smaller groups of nobles or friends could retire to have private conversations, often while enjoying dances and music performed by their concubines. Most of those spaces were already filled right now as representatives of families from across the Empire discussed matters of business, trade, and marriage. 
“Look, they saved us a seat,” Krynn said dryly as he gestured toward the Dragon’s Roost, the rather pretentious name for the Sovereign’s personal sitting area on the southern side of the hall. 
“How surprising,” I murmured, leading him in that direction. The Roost wasn’t all that much larger than the rest of the private sitting areas, though between the chairs and divans, there was space for dozens of people, not including standing room for any concubines or servants. The sprawling tapestries along the wall—meticulously spun by Sorokar artisans—told the history of the province, from the first Dragon Sovereign of the fallen House Vermillion to my ancestors in House Sorokar who had ruled the past five generations. 
The house seneschal, a squat little man with a lean face named Corelas, rushed over to greet us before we reached the Roost. 
“My lords,” he said in that nasally, perpetually obsequious voice of his. “We are honored by your presence. Shall I announce you to the court?”
It took a lot of effort not to roll my eyes. As if everyone in the damn room didn’t know who we were or that we’d arrived…
“We thought we might both take dragon form instead,” Krynn said. “Maybe fly around the chamber a couple of times and set a table or two on fire.”
Corelas froze. “Erm…my lords may do as they desire, of course. However, I feel the need to remind them that—“
“It was a joke,” I said, raising a hand and flashing my friend a sour look. “And not a good one.”
“Ah, of course, my lord,” Corelas said, offering Krynn an apologetic bow. “Please, forgive my poor judgment.”
I held up a warning finger to keep Krynn from saying anything scathing. Corelas had served my father competently enough for several decades now, but he wasn’t exactly what I would call brilliant. And like so many of the other servants here, he was so terrified of offending his betters that he’d never really developed anything resembling a sense of humor. 
“Go ahead and announce us,” I said with a small but sincere smile. “And inform everyone that we’re ready to receive guests. Just make sure they don’t all come at once.”
“Of course, my lord,” Corelas replied with a stiff bow. He moved toward the edge of the balcony with surprising speed, probably grateful to be released from direct conversation. 
“Introducing Alamir Sorokar,” he called out in a surprisingly rich, ringing voice, “the Black Prince, heir to the throne of Tel Kithas.”
I nodded curtly to the polite applause that rolled across the hall, and I swept my eyes across the chamber like my mother had taught me, acknowledging all and “taking possession” of the room. Normally, I went through the motions at these events automatically, without paying close attention. Today, however, my vision focused on all the faces looking back at me, wondering which if any of them my mother’s operatives had been warning me about. 
“Serving at his right,” Corelas went on, “Lord Krynn of House Mandar, dragon protector of the realm and Claw of the Prince.”
Krynn smiled more convincingly than I did, and he even shifted his right hand into a draconic claw for a dramatic wave before we turned and made our way to the Roost while our servant entourage spread out and kept their distance. 
“You should have been a bard,” I told him, smiling at one of the servants when she offered me a drink on the way. “All that natural showmanship.”
“I wasn’t kidding about taking dragon form,” he said. “Not entirely. Remember what I said about sending a message?”
“They’ve all seen dragons before, I promise,” I said as I leaned over the balcony railing at the edge of the Roost. I didn’t quite feel like sitting down yet, and it wasn’t the worst idea to give off the appearance I cared about what was going on down there on the main floor. “Most of their provinces still have plenty of them.”
Krynn sighed as he moved up next to me. “You’re missing the point. If all these idiots ever see is the tall, gray-skinned prince, they might forget that there’s more to you than the Sorokar crest. It’s about making an impression. So that whenever they inevitably think about crossing you, they’ll remember the sight of your teeth in their face.”
“You’re sure you haven’t been spending time with my mother?“ I asked. 
“Like I said, she’s a smart woman. Fear is more reliable than respect.”
I took a sip from my glass. Some kind of Rivani port, I tentatively identified it, probably at least a century and a half old. It was pretty good, too. The odd mix of sweet and tart set the tongue aflame. I made a mental note to find out which of our guests had brought it along so I could pass on my personal thanks. 
I had half expected the nobles to form a line to meet with us the moment we reached the Roost, but they appeared to be taking their time. On one hand, I was grateful to delay schmoozing as long as possible; on the other, I wanted to get this damn event over with so we could all get on with our lives. 
Or more accurately, so I could get back to Sariss and find out what she’d been up to in the binding chamber…
Grinning at thought, I took another sip from my glass and surveyed my surroundings again. The palace only hosted major events four times a year, during the seasonal solstices, but the Great Hall still saw plenty of use in the interim for various smaller banquets and gatherings whenever my father or one of his wives decided to host them. Those extra events had definitely dwindled over the years, however, as most of his wives moved back to live with their families after failing to provide him with dragon children. 
I couldn’t help but wonder if that would be the fate of most of the girls here tonight. There were so many of them, all gussied up and dressed in revealing finery while their parents paraded them in front of other families.
“I’ve heard these are a lot more fun in other provinces nowadays,” Krynn said, changing the subject. 
“I’ll bet,” I agreed. “Assuming those naked Blade Dancer tournaments in Rivani aren’t just a myth.”
“Pretty sure they’re real. But I was thinking about Narthil. Presentations are apparently full-on orgies these days. The girls on offer are expected to perform right then and there. No elaborate ceremonies or courting periods or anything.”
“How efficient,” I muttered, taking another sip of my drink. 
“Wouldn’t you be more excited to be here if you could try out the girls as they get offered to you?”
“No.”
“Then there really is something wrong with you.”
He chuckled as he sipped at his own drink, but I knew he wasn’t entirely joking. I also knew that his opinion wasn’t uncommon these days. Ceremonies like this had been a part of the Empire from the very beginning, though they had originally been hosted by the Vaz Gorati as a means of keeping the draconic bloodlines strong. Over time, as Imperial politics had gotten more complicated, the Presentations had evolved. 
I wasn’t a fool. I understood the purpose of political alliances and the importance of blood readings to maximize the chances of having strong, healthy dragon children. But there was a chasm of difference between the old ways and the new. This was less about partnerships and more like a slave auction.
“Don’t you ever wish we’d scrap all this nonsense and go back to the way things used to be?”
“You mean only three girls for fifty years?” Krynn asked. “Sounds like a great way to make dragons extinct. Not to mention boring as hell.”
“My father selected his first three wives to travel to Tir Lanathel and help him when he joins the Council of Wyrms. Along with my mother, I think they’re the only ones he ever truly cared about.”
“Caring about them didn’t help them give him a dragon,” Krynn countered. “What does that tell you?”
I sighed. I had long since given up hope of bringing him over to my point of view. Nobody wanted to hear that the Blood Drought might be our fault; nobody wanted to consider the virtues of the old ways. All that ever mattered was the present, which was damn ironic considering how often we accused the dustborn of being short-sighted. At least they had an excuse—they didn’t have decades to sit around planning for the future. 
But we did. 
“Anyway, at least things haven’t gotten as bad as Lostrien. Can you imagine sitting through hours of duels?”
“No,” I admitted. There hadn’t been a female Wyrm Lord here in Abethaal in nearly two centuries, so I had only read about the differences in Presentations. For the most part, the principle was the same: families from across the province and the Empire brought children to meet with the dragon. But since women could only have one child at a time, the selection process for mates was vastly more competitive, with prospective men literally battling each other for her favor. Though since women were far more likely to produce a dragon—especially if paired with a strong male—the process did make some amount of sense. 
Maybe this Presentation did, too. But that didn’t mean I had to like it, or that there was no better way. 
“Where’s Sariss?” Krynn asked. “I figured she’d want to be here to crack the whip on any new girls who aren’t obsequious enough.”
I swished the remaining wine in my glass. “She’s busy.”
“Busy? What could possibly be more important than this?”
I paused, wondering if I should make something up to avoid an argument. But it wasn’t believable that a Vaz Gorati priestess would be kept at the temple during a ritual like this. Many of her sisters were here, not merely from our temple but from others across the Empire as well. They were the stewards of Imperial lineage and rule, after all, and they had the power to approve or disapprove of all childbearing unions to keep Lahara’s bloodline intact.
Not that people always listened to them. My father certainly hadn’t gotten approval to remove my mother’s collar when she’d been his concubine. 
“Sariss is down in the binding chamber,” I said. “Getting it ready for tonight.”
Krynn’s mouth dropped open. “You’re kidding.”
I shook my head. “The artificers delivered the ink yesterday.”
“But I thought you were going to wait to brand her until closer to the coronation.”
“We got impatient,” I said with a shrug. “These last few months are going to be tough enough as it is. I want her at my side.”
“And you picked tonight?”
“Yes,” I replied, frowning. “What’s the problem with that?”
“The problem is that you could have picked literally any other day.” Krynn scoffed and pointed over the edge of the balcony. “Or did you forget that there are dozens of young girls down there right now who’d give anything to spend the night beneath you?”
“Oh, I haven’t forgotten,” I muttered. “Believe me.”
“Then why didn’t you wait a week? Or at least a few days to have some fun before you send these girls home.” Krynn snorted and gestured down to the left with his chin. “You see that Tynov girl with the sapphire earrings? She and that Lorkath girl over there revile each other. That’s why their fathers are keeping them on opposite sides of the hall.”
“Point being?”
“The point being,” he said, a sly smirk stretching across his face, “if I were Sovereign, I’d invite both of them to my bed tonight just to see what happened. Can you imagine how hard they’d work to be the first one to get your precious dragon seed shot all over them?”
I rolled my eyes. “This is the palace, not a brothel.”
“For the Dragon Sovereign, it can be both. It’s your right to fuck every girl in Tel Kithas until you find the best one. Honestly, it’s practically your duty.”
“I’ve already found the best one,” I said, hearing the strained patience in my voice. “And I’m going to brand her tonight.”
Krynn leaned against the railing. “You know I’m teasing, right?”
“Do I?” 
He eyed me for a moment, then chuckled. “I like Sariss fine, you know that. She’s pretty, she’s fiercely loyal, and the priestesses all say she’s a skilled healer. She may not be from a Great House, but her family has some land in the Lenya Valley. She’d be a perfectly fine sixth wife, maybe even fifth or fourth with those long legs of hers. But that’s it. Any three of the beauties down there would be far better choices. Sanathar’s breath, I’d bet you could stroll right up to the Starwind family patriarch and demand his oldest daughter right now.”
I glanced across the balcony to another of the private alcoves where the Starwind family was seated. Their line was one of the most powerful from the southern island of Tol Morhir, and to my knowledge they’d never mingled with the Sorokar family before. From the looks of it, the patriarch had brought four daughters along with him. 
“I thought he decided to give her to some family in Glorinfel,” I said. 
“She’s betrothed but not branded yet,” Krynn said. “And not to a dragon. I guarantee if you strode over there to him, you could convince him to give her to you instead. Hell, he’d probably drag her over here and put her in your bed himself!”
I grimaced. “I don’t want the Starwind girl. I’ve never met her.”
“What difference does that make? She’s one of the wealthiest and most beautiful—“
“It makes all the difference,“ I snarled. “We’ve been over this. Many times.”
“Believe me, I know.” Krynn eyed me for a long moment, his face unreadable before he finally scoffed and half-turned to look back over the balcony. “I just thought tonight would change your mind. It’s one thing to talk about girls; it’s another to actually look down there at all that young, eager flesh and say no.”
“You’re a dragon, too, you realize,” I reminded him. “They’ll be as eager to crawl all over you.”
“You might be surprised,” he said, the faintest hint of bitterness in his voice. “You cast a long shadow. And half the people here hadn’t heard of House Mandar until my blood reading.”
I shrugged. “I could put in a good word with Tynov and Lorkath, maybe get you that fight you wanted.”
Krynn gave a bark of laughter. “You really would do that for me, wouldn’t you?”
“I’d think about it. But then I’d remember that Tynov hates your family almost as much as mine.”
“True,” Krynn lamented. He took another sip from his glass. “But here comes someone who doesn’t hate me.”
I turned around to see a woman heading toward us with a purposeful stride. She was dressed in the blue robes of the Vaz Gorati like Sariss, and she was roughly the same age. She was highborn, like all the priestesses, though her long black hair suggested a faeyn ancestor somewhere in her family’s past. Distantly, I wondered if it was why her family had given her over to the temple rather than trying to marry her off. 
In any event, Krynn had always been fond of her. If he had been Dragon Sovereign, he would have chosen her as his priestess. Instead, I had a feeling they just enjoyed fooling around. 
“Sister Miniel,” I greeted her.
“My lords,” she replied with a subtle, imperious nod of her chin that all Vaz Gorati seemed to have mastered. “I expected Sister Sariss to be with you.”
“She’s otherwise engaged on a task for the prince,” Krynn said. “But we would be honored if you would do readings for us in her place.”
“Of course. Lahara’s blood must remain strong.”
They shared a look. Miniel had been his favored priestess for several years now, and from the subtle glint in their eyes, I had a feeling that he’d planned to have her here all along. Not to perform the readings—he’d probably assumed that Sariss would handle it—but as an advisor.
“Looks like our first petitioner of the evening, too,” Krynn said. 
He gestured off to our left where a nobleman and one of his daughters were leisurely making their way across the gallery toward the Roost. House Davros from the southern province of Arvarel, if I remembered my guest list correctly. A house servant with a drink tray was following right behind them. 
“A house of waning importance, but one with several active dragon children,” Miniel said. “Lord Davros himself is not among them.”
“Good to know,” Krynn said, finishing his drink and setting both his and mine down before our guests arrived. 
I moved forward to greet the first of my guests as he entered the Roost. As protocol demanded, I let him speak first. 
“My lord,” Lord Davros said, offering the customary half bow. “It is an honor to finally meet you.”
“The honor is mine,” I replied with a smile but no bow. 
Davros turned to Krynn. “Lord Mandar. It is good to see such a venerable house revived from the brink of irrelevance. May your blood restore glory to your house.”
“I’ve no doubt it will,” Krynn said, his lip twisting slightly at the veiled insult. 
“House Sorokar welcomes you and your family to Abethaal,” I added smoothly. 
“And quite a welcome it was,” Davros said, reaching for the drink tray and selecting a glass of blue Saranthine wine. “You and Lord Krynn put on a fine show for everyone this afternoon. It was a heartening reminder that despite how badly the Drought has crippled your province, hope yet remains.”
“Indeed,” I said, keeping my face and hands calm despite my reflex to clench both. It was yet another not-so-subtle barb meant to rattle me, but if he thought I’d lose my cool and embarrass myself, he was going to leave disappointed. Mother and I may not have agreed on much these days, but I couldn’t deny that she had taught me some things very well.
“Though the situation may be changing,” Davros said. “Your fellow provincials downstairs can’t stop talking about the dustborn. Armed raiders attacking caravans and threatening the vatari? Tribal shamans and primalists in your mountains?”
My stomach tightened. I had known it wouldn’t take long for someone to bring up the Vorskai. I just had to hope they hadn’t heard the rumors about this dragon girl as well.
“The situation is well in hand, I assure you,” I said with a dismissive wave of my hand. “The humans won’t threaten any more shipments.”
“Ah, of course.” Davros said, taking a sip. “You do govern differently here, there’s no doubt about that. In Arvarel, we keep our dustborn tightly contained where they can’t cause trouble. If we let them run off into the mountains, they’d start breeding like Chol.”
My lip twitched, but he chuckled as he returned the drink to its tray, then gestured to the girl at his side. 
“But I’m being rude,” he said. “Allow me to introduce my sixth daughter, Galena. She has been quite eager to meet you.”
I smiled at the young woman. She was pretty enough, though it was clear that her elaborate makeup and garish jewelry were doing more than their share of work. Her golden hair was tied up in an exquisitely braided bun, and her blue dress was cut to show off her unmarked belly and most of her right leg. 
“My lord Sorokar,” she said with a pleasant curtsy. “I am honored to stand in the presence of Lahara’s chosen.”
“The question is whether you’re worthy,” Krynn said.
Davros’s face instantly soured. “I beg your pardon?”
“She must be tested by the Vaz Gorati,” Krynn replied, coolly but firmly. “Offering the future Sovereign your sixth daughter is offensive enough. Offering her without providing blood testimony is downright inexcusable.”
“Let’s not lose our heads over this,” I said, holding up both hands and glancing between the two men. In the span of a few seconds, Krynn had gone from reasonably calm to looking like he wanted to rip out this man’s throat. 
“Is this what passes for humor in an Imperial backwater?” Davros asked, looking scandalized. “Because if it is, I’m not laughing.”
“Neither are we,” Krynn said, raising his voice so it would easily carry over the balcony and halfway across the vast chamber. “The Black Prince will not tolerate disrespect. Not here in his palace, nor anywhere in the Empire. Your girl will have a reading, or she will leave and stop wasting our precious time.”
I was so floored by the intensity of his reaction I could barely think straight. Was he trying to start a brawl in the middle of a Presentation? 
“Hold still,” Miniel said, taking Galena’s arm in a firm grip. The girl looked horrified beyond words, apparently having had no idea that any of this would be controversial. And she yelped audibly when the priestess used her golden fingertip claw to prick her forearm and draw a line of blood. 
Silence descended across the entire hall, as if everyone in attendance was suddenly holding their breath while Miniel lifted the tip of her bloody claw to her tongue. The priestess’s eyes rolled back into her head as she scoured the ancestral memories, and I could hear my own heart thudding in my ears as I tried to figure out how I was going to navigate this. I had expected plenty of boring conversations tonight and perhaps a few frustrated guests, not a glaring contest between my top advisor and the first petitioner of the evening. 
“Nothing,” Miniel announced as her eyes refocused. 
A hushed whisper rippled across the hall, but it only lasted a moment before Krynn took a menacing step forward. “Nothing?”
“No draconic heritage in ten generations,” the priestess said. “No sorcery in three.”
“And this is what you bring before the Black Prince?“ Krynn spat. 
“I-I meant no disrespect, my lords,” Davros said, glancing between us with the look of a man who’d taunted a bear only to realize his quiver had run empty. “I withdraw my—“
Krynn moved so quickly I couldn’t have stopped him if I’d tried. In one second, he was standing there glaring at the man. In the next, he was rushing forward, his body transforming into a towering red dragon knight as he moved. Grabbing Davros by the throat, Krynn hoisted him up and over the railing, suspending him in midair fifty feet above the guests on the main floor below. 
Davros batted at the massive red arm holding him in place, elegantly booted feet flailing for purchase in empty air, but he was no match for the might of a dragon. And with the claws constricting his windpipe, it was unlikely he’d be able to concentrate enough to channel a spell, certainly not before Krynn choked him or dropped him. 
“I should rip you apart for this insolence!” Krynn snarled. 
“Enough!” 
My roar cut across the hall like a thunderclap. I could already feel my vision changing as my dragon blood threatened to ignite in my veins, but I kept myself from shifting form…at least for a moment. Once I was sure I had everyone’s attention, I lowered my voice so that only those of us in the Roost were likely to hear it. 
“Put him down,” I commanded. “Now.”
Krynn maintained his death grip for several more heartbeats, and I half expected him to squeeze and pop the other man’s gasping head from his shoulders. But then he finally dragged Davros back and dropped him unceremoniously upon the balcony floor next to his now-weeping daughter. 
“Get out of our sight,” Krynn growled. “And take your unblooded bitch with you.”
Davros didn’t need any further encouragement. Even as he gasped for air, he snatched his daughter’s hand and dragged her away as rapidly as he could. Her frantic sobs were audible for a solid thirty seconds before the background din of the hall returned.
“What in Lahara’s name was that about?” I hissed, grabbing Krynn’s arm and twisting him to face me.
“That was the Claw of the Prince doing his job,” he bit out. “Teaching every Imperial fool in this room the lesson that you are not to be trifled with.”
“There will be no further offers from untested children,” Miniel agreed with the faintest smirk. “And when Davros returns home in humiliation, other families across the Empire will know not to cross you.”
It was only then, when I looked between them, that I realized how mistaken I’d been earlier. Krynn hadn’t merely invited Miniel to be here—the two of them had planned this entire display of theirs in advance. They must have known that Davros or someone else would make an insulting offer…
“If you want to leave, this is also the perfect cover,” Krynn said as he shifted back into his highborn form. “The other houses will be furious with Davros for ruining their night. They may even try to make private arrangements with you later—arrangements that will get you far better terms than what they would have offered here.”
“That’s why you did this?” I breathed, my arms shaking with fury and disgust. 
“It’s called politics, Alamir,” Krynn said, retrieving his glass of port and finishing it off as if nothing had happened. “I play the villain so that you don’t have to. You can thank me later.”
A wave of nausea crashed over me. My mother would have indeed been proud of what Krynn had become. As for me…
I really didn’t know. 




Interlude

Blood Hunters


Rasmus the Slayer was used to having people try to kill him. Tirzak warriors in the mountains of the Reach who were annoyed he’d violated their territory, house assassins from Tel Kithas who’d been hired by petulant nobles, razorback gorm who thought he’d make a good afternoon snack… 
But none of them had ever tried to ambush him while he was outside the stables taking a piss. Until today. 
“You mind?” he asked when he spotted several moving shadows upon the dusty orange ground in front of him. He strained to increase the flow in the hopes of finishing before they sprang their ambush. From the hulking shape of the silhouettes, he had already identified his attackers as chagarri blood hunters, hulking bestial trackers the humans in the Droughtlands had dubbed “demon cats” thanks to their vaguely feline features and forehead horns. Blood hunters typically traveled in packs of five, and Raz didn’t like his odds of taking them all on while he was spraying into the wind at the same time.
The shadows hesitated at the sound of his voice, probably surprised they’d been caught. The delay was short but useful for two reasons. One, it proved that they weren’t planning to kill him right away, otherwise they could have easily shot him with crossbows at this range. And two, it gave him the precious few seconds he needed to shake the remaining dribbles from his cock and ensure he wouldn’t end up with wet trousers. 
“Not move,” a rough, gravelly voice commanded from behind him. 
“All right,” Raz said. “Can I at least lace up my trousers?”
“Not move!” the voice repeated.
He sighed, his eyes flicking around the nearby area for inspiration. Sadly, there wasn’t much to work with. The stables where he and Borkesh had been keeping their mounts was right at the edge of the lakeside town, and there was nothing but dirt and cracked ground in front of him. Trying to run off into the Droughtlands would be pointless, since he didn’t have a chance in the Pale of outrunning a pack of chagarri, and there wasn’t much of anything he could use as a weapon, either. 
Other than the swords and crossbow on his belt. But it would take him a precious half second to reach any of his weapons, and even if he did somehow manage to grab one of them before he got shot in the back, he wouldn’t be able to fight particularly well with his other hand madly trying to hold up his pants.
The situation was grim, all right. His best bet was trying to stall until Borkesh got back from the general store with fresh supplies. 
“Whatever you want, I’m sure I can get it for you,” Raz said, counting the moving shadows. There did indeed appear to be five of them, unless they had more hanging back somewhere. He doubted it, though. Neither he nor Borkesh had seen any other chagarri in town while they’d stopped for some food, and while this place got a fair number of travelers passing north through the Droughtlands to the Reach, it still wasn’t very large. Certainly not enough to conceal multiple packs of blood hunters. 
“You will obey, Slayer,” a different, haughtier chagarri voice said. “If you want to live.”
“Honestly, I’m fairly ambivalent about that these days,” Raz said. “But I’d rather not die with my cock hanging out, so I suppose you win.”
Whatever response they’d been expecting, that clearly wasn’t it, and the ripple of confusion bought him a few more heartbeats to think. As surprising as it was that they’d attacked him while he was pissing, he was downright shocked that they’d come at him in the middle of the day when it was so much more difficult to sneak around. They must have been desperate. Or really hungry…
“Give drakada,” the first voice demanded. “All drakada.”
Raz’s lip twitched. Blood hunter mercenaries were common enough, since killing for coin was about the only reliable way chagarri could make a living out here. But blood hunter thieves…well, that was a new one. And the only explanation he could think of was that they’d seen that drow pass Rasmus the pouch of coins back in the Bloated Ogre last night. Though he had no idea how in the bloody void they’d managed to follow him and Borkesh this far without being noticed. 
“What drakada?” Raz asked, cringing at how lame the denial sounded. But the context wasn’t always clear in translation, and Elvish definitely wasn’t this chagarri’s native tongue. 
“All drakada,” the second voice repeated, apparently getting the pathetic context just fine. “Now!”
Raz sighed. The shadows had all stopped moving. Two of the chagarri were standing reasonably close to him, with two more a bit farther back. The last one—and the second speaker, he guessed—was far enough back that his silhouette was indecipherable from the shadow of stables. 
“Whatever it is you think I’m carrying, you’re wrong,” he said. “I’ve got twelve drakes in my left pocket and two drakada in my boot.”
A click from behind him preceded a rush of air as a crossbolt bolt whistled past him and struck the hard ground right where he’d been relieving himself. 
“All drakada,” the gravelly voice repeated. “Now!”
“Fine,” Raz said, releasing his grip on his trousers and letting them fall to his feet. He winced at the clatter of his scabbards and crossbow, but they’d landed more or less in the position he’d wanted. Not that he’d have an easy time grabbing them without getting a bolt shot up his ass. 
Still, his stalling had taught him that these chagarri were definitely afraid of the legendary Sorekûl Drakath, otherwise they wouldn’t have been so wary about getting close. And that fear, somewhat ironically, was exactly what was going to get them all killed. 
“It’s in my jacket,” he said. “You want to come and get it, or should I?”
“Retrieve drakada,” the first chagarri voice demanded. “Slow.”
“Slow,” Raz agreed. “Sure. No problem.”
Taking a deep and highly visible breath to draw their attention, he shuffled his feet to make sure his boots wouldn’t get tangled up with his trousers when he eventually needed to move. Then, he leisurely reached inside his jacket—not toward the coin pouch, but to the vatari crystal necklace hanging above his sternum. 
The moment his fingers touched the stone, a tingle of power shot through him, and the chest scar beneath—the lingering memento from his battle with the dragon years ago—began to feed. The wound was insatiable; he could have offered it a steady stream of magic every single day without sating its hunger. An Avetharri sorcerer had once called him Senosi, a strange word in the Old Tongue that meant something along the lines of “blood-sucking monster.” Others simply called him a vampire. 
Raz didn’t understand the nature of his wound or why it craved magic. Being impaled by a dragon’s claw should have simply killed him. But it hadn’t, at least not yet. Perhaps it was a curse from Solterys, the Avetharri god of magic, meant to punish him for slaying a precious dragon. Or perhaps it was merely a fluke of the same magic that had stolen most of Rasmus’s memories from before that fateful battle. 
Whatever the case, the scar’s hunger was eternal…and his reward for feeding it was power beyond anything even the most skilled Blade Dancer could manage. 
Raz squeezed the crystal. Energy surged through his veins as if he’d been struck by a lightning bolt, and despite his best efforts to grit his teeth and conceal his reaction, he couldn’t stop himself from inhaling sharply at the sudden rush of power through his muscles. 
One of the chagarri noticed. Raz heard the sudden intake of air, and he saw the shadow start to pivot as if the man were turning to snarl a warning to his companions. 
But it was too late. The power of his scar had been unleashed.
Raz’s fingers darted past the crystal necklace to the handle of the throwing knife resting barely an inch away inside the inner pocket. Within a single smooth motion, he drew the knife, whirled around, and whipped it at his target. It slashed the chagarri’s throat clean open, spraying the one behind it in a mist of red gore. 
His friends were quick, Raz had to give them that. The closest chagarri—a seven-foot-tall bundle of orange fur and muscle—was already moving. Raz only had a heartbeat to duck and twist away before his face was ripped apart by three-inch-long claws.
But with the energy of his scar coursing through him, a heartbeat may as well have been an eternity. 
Raz ducked and rolled beneath the attack with supernatural speed, and as the impressive bulk of the chagarri rushed past, he lunged back to where he’d left his trousers on the ground. Not for the pants themselves, as nice as that would have been, but for the scabbards on his belt. With a quick tug and then another roll to his side, he unsheathed the dual swords. 
The curved blades glinted dangerously in the waning sunlight, and if the other chagarri had any sense whatsoever, they would have tucked tail and run at the sight of two moonsilver scimitars in such pristine condition. With a few thousand drakada on the line, however, Raz was apparently going to have to use them before they learned their lesson. 
Another chagarri was lunging at him now, claws out and teeth bared like a starved mountain lion. A single crossward slash with Raz’s left hand combined with a subtle pivot of his feet was all it took to thwart the attack and leave one of the demon cat’s furry arms twitching on the ground amidst a spray of blood and choked-off screams. 
One of the blood hunters was smart enough to use a real weapon; he lunged at Raz with a spear clutched in both hands, giving him an immense and typically insurmountable advantage in reach. But with the sheer speed given to him by his scar, Raz had no trouble sidestepping the thrust, lunging inside the chagarri’s awkward dead zone, and slashing the wooden haft to splinters with a downward chop of his right-hand weapon. A follow-up kick to the stomach—and the resulting crack of shattering ribs—made the chagarri keel over in breathless agony. 
Normally, Raz would have liked to think that killing one member of the pack, dismembering another, and humiliating a third would have been a sufficient demonstration of his ability. But chagarri were nothing if not single-minded, especially once a fight had begun. Two of the remaining three hunters were snarling as they circled around to flank him, while the leader—likely the only member of the pack that had a brain to go along with his claws—had moved all the way against the stables while he reloaded his crossbow. 
As a rule, chagarri were a people of action, not words. They didn’t bother taunting their prey; they simply ripped out its throat and went on with their lives. The group’s leader must have finally decided to revert to that core philosophy, because the moment his second bolt clicked into place, he took aim and pulled the trigger. 
Dodging a crossbow bolt from ten yards away would be an impossible feat for anyone who wasn’t already moving. Even imbued with supernatural speed by his scar, Raz couldn’t quite pull it off. But he did manage to sidestep swiftly enough to turn what would have been a potentially fatal shot right to the gut into a grazing wound across his left bicep. The bolt still ripped through his jacket and left a trail of fiery pain in its wake, but not enough to slow him down. 
He rushed toward the shooter, ducking beneath the claw swipes of the other chagarri as they tried to stop him. The leader had made the bold choice to try and reload again rather than drop his weapon in favor of his claws, and he was moving damn quick. If Raz hadn’t been fully powered, he never would have made it in time. 
But thanks to his scar, he had plenty of time to stop, drop his swords, and grab the crossbow from the chagarri’s hand before the beast could pull the trigger. After bashing the beast’s snout with the butt of the weapon and knocking him flat onto his back, Raz stepped on its chest, aimed the crossbow at his feline face, and pulled the trigger. 
The splatter of gore was eerily warm against his bare legs, and he slowly pivoted around to see if the other two would be stupid enough to press their luck. But they were sprinting away on all fours, and they vanished into a cloud of dust shortly thereafter. 
“Dammit,” Raz hissed, tossing aside the weapon and looking down at the bloody mess covering his jacket and legs. Still, at least he hadn’t been forced to piss himself. 
He had just managed to retrieve and pull up his trousers when he heard footsteps approaching from around the stables. But it wasn’t one of the stable hands coming to check out the commotion or one of the town militiamen alerted by the screams. No, it was Borkesh, casually strolling around the corner with his ax still on his back and a wad of dried meat in his hand. 
“Thanks for the help,” Raz grumbled. 
“You seemed to have it under control,” his partner said over a mouthful of jerky. “You want any of this? Might be something wrong with it—guy was trying to sell his whole stock at half price.”
“I’ll pass,” Raz grumbled, wincing as he clutched his torn jacket and felt the warm wetness on the other side. He definitely had some repair work in front of him, though thankfully only for his equipment. His new wound had already healed—another boon from his scar. In fact, other than the blood, his fingers couldn’t find any trace that he’d been hurt at all. 
“Suit yourself.” The orc man shrugged and took another bite as he casually looked down at the bodies. “What did you do to get them angry?”
“I got paid,” Rasmus said, stretching out his chest and making sure there was no residual pain. “They wanted our coin.”
Borkesh finally slowed his chewing as if it had only just occurred to him that something important might be happening. “Don’t tell me you were flashing those drakada around town.”
“I wasn’t. Which means they’ve been tracking us ever since we left the Ogre.”
“Across the arid plains in broad daylight with the two of us watching? Not possible.”
Raz scowled. “Then where did they come from?”
Borkesh mulled it over for a moment. “They were tipped off.”
“Tipped off? By whom? We left the Ogre within minutes; no one could have beaten us here with a message.”
“Not that kind of tip. I mean one where someone heard that an Imperial drow was flush with gold and looking to hire mercenaries, perhaps even the Dragon Slayer himself. That someone could have also reasoned we’d be headed in this direction afterward. It’s not like there’s another stop within a few dozen miles.”
Raz frowned as he ran that sequence of events through his mind. It did seem a lot more plausible than someone spotting them at the Bloated Ogre and rushing off to warn their friends. 
“Interesting theory,” he murmured. “Though still a bit far-fetched.”
Borkesh shrugged. “The drow probably didn’t know exactly where to find us, so I imagine she’s been asking around the area. Is it really that hard to believe someone would put together that she was about to pay us a lot of gold?”
“I suppose not,” Raz conceded. A few minutes ago, he’d realized that his reputation had effectively won him the fight before it began by making the chagarri overly cautious. But now, it seemed, that same reputation had worked in the opposite direction and created this confrontation in the first place. Anyone here in the Droughtlands looking to hire competent help—the kind worth a few hundred golden coins—would be looking for the Sorekûl Drakath and no one else.
“Either way, we should keep moving,” Raz said. “Before someone gets upset about the mess.”
“Good thing we’re headed to the Falls where you can catch a bath,” Borkesh said, gesturing to the blood. “Also good they didn’t manage to kill you while you were taking a piss. That would have been embarrassing for you.”
“Your concern is touching,” Raz growled, snatching a strip of jerky as he stormed past. “Let’s get out of here.”
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The Binding


Historically, Presentations were all-night affairs with the various parties sticking around until well after midnight, then often meeting again individually the next day to wrap up any loose ends and sign agreements under the watchful eye of a Vaz Gorati priestess.  
Mine didn’t last nearly that long, and I made it abundantly clear that I had no interest in meeting with anyone the next day. Krynn’s gambit had changed the mood so dramatically that only a handful of families had dared to approach us, and of those, only two had come with an offer of binding. The girls themselves had been pleasant and well-bred enough to satisfy the blood reading, and I probably could have sealed both into a binding arrangement if my heart had been in it. 
But it hadn’t been, and I didn’t. I’d had trouble concentrating after the confrontation with Davros. And not only out of anger or surprise, but because I kept thinking about the message my mother’s spies had delivered beforehand.
The threat is real. Act now, or others will.
Krynn had certainly acted. And as the echo of those actions would soon reverberate across the province and the Empire, I couldn’t help but wonder how or if they would come back to haunt us in the future. 
Either way, one thing was certain: the eyes of the entire Empire would be on Abethaal for the foreseeable future. And it was more important than ever that I prove myself before my coronation. Not merely by branding wives and forging alliances, but by handling this Vorskai problem as quickly and deftly as I could. 
I was standing atop the aviary mere minutes after I’d left the Great Hall, my eyes skimming across the cityscape. It was never truly dark in Tel Kithas, not with the lights from the Seven Spires glittering like tiny, multi-colored moons. The fiery orange of Valtura, the brilliant blue of Sanathar, the glittering silver of Aluthil…
Beyond them were the peaks of Lahara’s Cradle, an imposing wall between us and the world. And beyond those lay the rest of the realm I was to rule, including the Droughtlands so many dustborn now called home. 
Taking a deep breath, I ignited my draconic blood and transformed, shredding my very real and very expensive finery into useless rags as I took to the sky. The cool midnight air rushed over my black scales as I climbed up and over the city toward the western edge of the Cradle. If Krynn was right that the rest of the Empire saw Abethaal as a pitiful backwater, then perhaps it wasn’t a bad idea to stretch my wings again just in case some of our Imperial guests were still in the palace courtyard or streets beyond. 
Growing up, I had been the exact opposite of a brooder. I did whatever I wanted—or thought was necessary—without thinking twice. I could feel that impulse burning inside me again right now. Instead of being patient, instead of waiting for my allies to bring me more information, I could fly south to the Godsworn Rise and try to solve this problem personally. 
Except I couldn’t. That was the whole problem. The Vorskai had learned how to hide from the dragons—it was how they’d survived on their own all these years. Flying over their mountains wouldn’t tell me whether or not this dragon of theirs was real or not, but meeting with the people of the Droughtlands might. That was, as long as they didn’t know who I really was. 
I chewed on the thought as I soared over the western edge of the Cradle and into the plains beyond, wondering how Elyon and the Wyrmguard would react to their future Sovereign walking amongst the dustborn. It sounded absurd. It was absurd. But it was also something worth thinking about, because if it worked…
Well, the Empire would be watching. House Sorokar would prove itself the rightful stewards of Abethaal once again. 
I chewed on the thought as I soared over the edge of the Cradle for another ten minutes before I banked right and came back around toward the city. 
I landed atop the aviary and shifted back into my highborn form. I used the glamour stone to conjure a new outfit, and I didn’t bother returning to my chambers to change into real clothes. I wasn’t going to need them much tonight, anyway. 
The binding chamber was underneath the palace, beneath the small Chapel of the Seven where the current Sovereign’s Dragon Priestess would typically spend most of her days. The chapel’s glowstones were lit when I arrived, and the thick but pleasant smell of burning incense greeted my nose as I passed the pews and altar to the staircase in back. 
I hadn’t been down here in a long time; no one had since shortly before I’d been born twenty years ago. But I knew what it held: a fully furnished bedchamber where the Sovereign could claim a new wife beneath the eyes of the Dragon Goddess, typically with the aid of his priestess and any wives who wished to help with the new bride’s makeup, clothing, or restraints. 
Since Sariss was going to become my Dragon Priestess, I didn’t expect anyone else to be down here tonight. I also didn’t expect that she would need or want any aid in preparing herself for me. 
I was soon proven right on all counts.
“My lord,” she said from the center of the chamber, “you honor me with your presence.”
My mouth fell open as my pulse began racing. Sariss was on her knees at the center of the chamber, her body surrounded by a meticulously drawn ring of glowing glyphs and candles as if she were a lust demon I had summoned from the Pale. Three coiled chains anchored to the floor rested outside the circle, waiting to be secured as bindings, and next to them was a small silver bowl filled with red ink. 
Sariss herself had traded her vestments for an outfit more befitting a pleasure slave than a priestess, including a green Rivani silk bra and a skirt that was little more than a loincloth dangling between her legs and leaving her upper thighs completely exposed. Both the bra and skirt were held against her flesh by thin brass bands. She had matching bracelets and a collar as well, both of which had golden rings through which a chain could be looped to hold her in place. 
Which was precisely the point. I had known that Sariss was a traditional girl, but I hadn’t realized just how traditional until this moment. She hadn’t gone back a few hundred years for a branding tradition—she had gone back millennia to the earliest days of the Empire when the first dragons were worshiped as god-kings. 
“Does my appearance please you, my lord?” she asked. 
Your appearance would please any man with a heartbeat, I thought to myself. But Sariss didn’t want to hear that she was beautiful; she wanted to know that she had properly followed tradition and made herself beautiful to me. 
“Greatly,” I breathed, gliding across the chamber as if drawn by a siren’s song. I stopped in front of her, then reached down to gently lift her chin. “You are worthy of your dragon’s attention.”
Her breath audibly stuttered, and with my hand upon her, I could feel a shudder ripple through her entire body. I had always been skeptical of claims—boasts, really—that it was possible to make a woman spend with words alone. But if any woman could climax just because her man said the right thing at the right time, Sariss was definitely the one. 
“My lord honors me,” she purred. “My body is his temple, to be sanctified or defiled at his leisure.”
There was a sudden need for more blood in my loins and my pulse quickened again. She had made herself up so perfectly, from the bright red of her lips to the elaborate black-winged eyeliner. 
“When the Vaz Gorati were first formed, they insisted upon treating dragons like gods, not merely kings,” she said. “Your blood is divine, and I am naught but your humble supplicant.”
I was familiar enough with the old tradition to know that there were many more steps before I could brand her, let alone consummate our union. But standing here with her kneeling in front of me, it was incredibly difficult to resist the temptation to dispel my glamour and offer her my dragon cock. The very thought of watching my manhood disappear inside her painted lips and enjoying the moist heat of her delicate mouth…
Goddess, give me strength.
I swallowed heavily. There was nothing quite like the sacred act of puntl onoira practiced by a woman who worshiped you as a reborn god. The Vaz Gorati would have taught Sariss the proper techniques, and between her devotion and the fact I hadn’t spilled in days, I had no doubt that she could coax my dragon seed down her throat in a matter of minutes. 
“You have served me well, Priestess,” I said, trying to remember the proper phrasing from the old rituals. “But I require more than obedience. I require true devotion, and a bond forged in blood and seed.”
“I have prepared the circle, my lord,” she said. “My master.”
I stood above her for another moment, allowing her blue eyes to look up at me longingly. Her breasts heaved beneath the thin fabric of her bra with her excited, heavy breaths, and as difficult as it was to resist the urge to offer her my cock, it was just as difficult not to lean down and kiss her. 
But that would have to wait. A god did not kiss his servants, not until they had given themselves over to him completely. 
After another few beats of silence, I finally smiled and leaned down within an inch of her lips. “I’m ready,” I whispered. “But only if you’re certain you wish to go through with this.”
“I have never been more certain of anything in my life,” Sariss said. “I am yours, my lord, now and forever.”
“Then let us begin,” I said, removing my hand from her chin and straightening. Closing my eyes, I reached out to the Aether and allowed its currents to flow through me again. The glyphs around Sariss began to glow as the vatari dust within them fed upon the latent magic. An earthcaller, like the tribal primalists near Mount Garoth or the Silverfang Druids of Falinor, could have called the metal chains outside the circle directly to their hands. Unfortunately, I had no personal experience with earth magic…but if Sariss had prepared the bindings properly, I wouldn’t need it. 
And Sariss did everything properly. 
The runes at the end of one of the coiled chains glowed, responding to my power like the glyphs on the floor. The sympathetic magic within, carefully attuned to my draconic blood, pulled the chain to my outstretched hand as if my palm were a magnet. 
“The chains of Dalodir the Unbroken,” I said, leaning down to loop the chain through the golden hoop ring on her bracelet. “Binding you by law and tradition.”
“I pledge to serve my Dragon Sovereign from now until I return to the Aether,” Sariss said, eyes glimmering with excitement as she continued the chant. 
Concentrating on the chain to my right, I pulled it to my hand, then looped it through her other bracelet. “The shackles of Solterys the Allfather, Keeper of the Veil, binding you to the service of the Empire.”
“I pledge to serve the Empire. Long may the Wyrm Lords reign.”
Lastly, I focused upon the chain behind her, calling it to me and then looping it through the ring of her collar. “The choker of Zinshasa, Maiden of Lust, binding you to the service of my passions.”
“I pledge to satisfy my lord’s every desire,” Sariss said, her breath faltering at the words as another delighted shudder rippled through her. “May my beauty forever stir his passions.”
Another rush of blood surged to my manhood, almost making me glad I’d shedded my finery for the glamour. Otherwise, my cock might have burst through my trousers. 
Drawing in a steadying breath, trying hard to pull my eyes from her shackled body, I turned to the small bowl outside the ring of glyphs. I took a knee in front of her to pick it up, finally bringing myself to her level as the ritual encouraged. The red ink was warm to the touch as I dipped a finger inside it. Then, slowly and carefully, I brought my finger to her bare stomach and traced the outline of a coiled dragon around her navel.
“The mark of House Sorokar, the chosen protectors of Abethaal,” I said, feeling goosebumps rise in the wake of my touch. “Binding your womb to me and me alone.”
“May it serve as a vessel for my lord’s power,” Sariss said, “and a conduit to a glorious future for the Empire.”
I withdrew my finger upon completing the dragon’s tail. The mark was far from perfect, and the ink was already running. But part of her preparation involved using a Sorokar insignia to stamp a nearly invisible pattern of vatari dust into her flesh—dust that would activate and burn into a flawless brand when the ritual was completed. 
Lifting my hand back near her face, I ignited my draconic blood. My hand slowly morphed into a draconic claw, prompting Sariss to lean back and offer me her unblemished alabaster neck. Gently dragging the claw across her throat as the ritual demanded, I allowed her to demonstrate her trust and submission. Her life was quite literally in my hands. 
I carefully pricked a patch of flesh just beneath her jawbone, drawing a small line of crimson, then allowed a few drops to gather upon my claw before returning it to her belly. 
“A bond forged in blood,” I said. “Sanctified by Lahara’s will.”
I carefully retraced the symbol, adding her blood to the ink. There was a faint sizzle as the sorcerous power of her ancestry reacted with the ink, but there was still one vital component before the brand would fully activate. And from the way her tongue had begun sliding eagerly across her lips, I knew Sariss was ready to continue. 
Sliding the bowl of ink away, I rose back to my feet and shifted my claw back into a normal hand. Sariss’s breaths had become eager and heavy again. I had no doubt that she had been awaiting this ever since I’d offered to make her my priestess, and it was long past time I learned what she was capable of. 
Touching the glamour stone on my belt, I dispelled my illusory outfit. And all of a sudden, my cock—hard, ready, and very eager—was dangling mere inches from her mouth. 
“A bond forged in the dragon’s seed,” I said. “Sanctified by Zinshasa’s touch.”
Leaning forward, I offered her my manhood. She moaned contentedly as her lips parted to accept my gift, and I watched as my throbbing tip slid into the mouth of my Dragon Priestess for the first time. The heat of her breath caused mine to falter, and the silky wetness of her tongue promptly rolled across the swollen head. All the while, Sariss kept her eyes firmly locked on mine. 
I had never felt more grateful for my concubine’s patience in teaching me self-control. If Sariss’s lips had been the first to engulf me, I would have burst uncontrollably at the sight of her chained, helpless figure swallowing me so eagerly. Even now, after years of practice with Karethys, I could feel my lust starting to boil over. Sariss was too beautiful, too eager, too perfectly submissive…
I groaned as I fed her another inch. After tonight, I would have the pleasure of seeing what other techniques the Vaz Gorati had taught her, but part of the binding ritual called for her to summon my seed without the aid of her fingers. I wasn’t allowed to grab her head or guide her movements in any way, either. This was her task and trial, a final challenge to seal the bargain by proving she could effortlessly stir her dragon’s passions.
And she was going to succeed. Soon. 
Planting my hands on my hips to prevent myself from interfering, I watched her work. Pulling her head back, she allowed my tip to pop free, then began sliding her tongue up and down my shaft to slicken it with a sheen of saliva. The contrast of the cool air in the chamber with the moist heat of her lips sent ripples of euphoria shuddering through my loins. When I rewarded her with yet another delighted groan, she paused, smiled, and swallowed me again. 
She took me deeper than I’d pushed on my own, easily more than halfway—an impressive feat for a girl’s first time with a dragon cock. Soon she was bobbing up and down my slickened shaft, her tongue dragging along the underside to coax me into giving her what she needed to finish the ritual and prove herself worthy of being my wife. 
And it worked. The frantic suction on my shaft combined with the sight of my manhood vanishing into her red lips was all it took for me to lose control. I groaned, struggling to keep my hands at my sides rather than grab her skull and hold her tight…
“Arg!” I cried out as I burst, flooding her mouth with my dragon’s bounty. There was no way she could have possibly contained it all, even if she’d started swallowing immediately. Which she absolutely did not, since the purpose of the binding ritual was to wear my seed, not consume it.
That would come later. 
My seed was dribbling over her lips by the third spurt, and by the fifth, it was frothing over her chin. Had I been in control, I would have happily held my cock inside her mouth for some time, but Sariss pulled back the moment I was fully spent. Tilting her chin down against her chest, she leaned backward enough to allow gravity to finish the ritual. The stream of draconic seed slid down her chest, between her breasts, and across her stomach to the mark I’d inscribed on her belly.
And then, as the pearly river merged with the blood and ink, the Sorokar symbol flashed and sizzled like oil meeting flame. Sariss inhaled sharply, her hands balling and her eyes fastening shut as the marking seared into her flesh. It wasn’t supposed to hurt—modern apothecaries added enough anesthetic to the mixture to make it feel warm and stimulating rather than agonizing. 
But since Sariss had mixed it herself, I shouldn’t have been surprised that she had done this the old way as well. A bit of pain to add contrast to the pleasure…
“Oh!” she cried out, not in anguish but in ecstasy. Her blue eyes reopened as the sizzling diminished to a hiss, and she looked down at the seed still streaming down her body…and the red dragon brand now seared into her stomach, marking her as mine. 
Forever. 
“My lord,” she breathed, eyes rising back to mine.
“My wife,” I returned just as softly. “The Lady Sariss Sorokar.”
A visible tremor of joy rippled through her, and she smiled so brightly it almost made my heart burst. Placing my hands upon her cheeks, I knelt and pulled her in for a kiss. Her tongue slipped through my lips in search of mine, and the chains rattled as her wrists tugged against them. My manhood, stirred back to life by her passion, yearned to enter its new home. It would be so easy to take her right here on the floor with her arms chained and her chest still wet with my seed…
But no. A traditional girl deserved to be taken by her dragon the traditional way. The binding may have been complete, but our first night together had only just begun. 
[image: image-placeholder]The Aether surged through me again as I took a step backward and focused on Sariss’s bindings. Pulling the chains to my hand proved relatively easy; convincing them to unlock took a bit more concentration. Thankfully, her glistening body was all the motivation I required. The chains on her wrists unlatched first, falling to the floor of the chamber with a rattle. Her collar took a few more seconds, but soon that chain also clicked free. 
Sariss stayed frozen on her knees after she was unbound, waiting obediently for her dragon to give her a command. 
“Rise,” I said. “First Wife.”
Her breath stuttered excitedly as she slowly rose to her feet. Not as my equal, for a Wyrm Lord had none, but as the first among my disciples. A Dragon Priestess to spread my gospel. A wife to teach—and if necessary, discipline—all future wives who took my brand. 
A mother to bear my children. 
There were more lines I could have recited, optional verses in the binding ritual that hadn’t often been used even when this particular tradition had been common. I suspected that their true purpose was to buy the Wyrm Lord more recovery time before he took his new wife to bed. A flaccid dragon simply wouldn’t do. 
I didn’t have that problem, and Zinshasa willing, I never would. I was already stiff and ready again, not to mention increasingly impatient to claim her properly. So rather than prattling on, I reached behind her neck to unfasten the brass clip holding her bra in place. Sariss sucked in a breath when I flung it across the chamber, and I took a long moment to appreciate her perky breasts and pink, rock-hard nipples. I then dragged my fingertips down her sides to the drawstring of the loincloth dangling between her legs. There was something especially satisfying about the dribbles of seed still running down her neck and between her tits…
The drawstring was easier to unclip, and I cast it aside to reveal her hairless quim. Even with her legs together, I could see the hint of the glistening folds beneath yearning to be claimed by her dragon for the first time…
Rushing forward, I lifted Sariss up into my arms. She sighed contentedly as her thighs gripped my waist and her arms folded behind my neck, and I could feel the pulsing heat of her quim mere inches from my manhood. 
I need to be inside her. Right now!
But I clung to my remaining shreds of control, turning to the bed.
Sariss had made it up as part of her preparations. The mattress was nearly as large as the one in my bedchamber, offering plenty of space for a Wyrm Lord in elf or dragon knight form. The headboard was festooned with a dozen pillows, and the red silken sheets were embroidered with the crest of House Sorokar…the same one that was now on her stomach. 
Our mouths came together as I gently laid her down beneath me, her knees naturally spreading wider to allow me full access to the precious flower of her womanhood. In future bindings, she would likely be the one overseeing the ritual, not merely the branding but perhaps also the consummation. 
But tonight…tonight was hers alone. 
“First Wife,” I breathed, raking my lips across hers.
“Yes, my lord?” Sariss purred.
“Are you willing to fulfill your duties?”
She nodded eagerly. “Yes.”
“Are you prepared to become a vessel of my blood legacy?”
“Yes!”
“Are you prepared to carry and nourish a dragon child?” I asked, easing the tip of my aching manhood against her sodden folds. “Ensuring a prosperous future for the Empire?”
“Yes, my lord!”
“Then accept my power,” I said, my own breath hitching as I pushed inside her. “And take it as your own.”
Sariss cried out as I pierced her virgin flesh, her arms and legs locking around me to pull me closer, deeper. Her glorious carnal heat enveloped me, and I brought our lips back together as I pulled back my hips, then pushed inside again.
Without the training from my concubine, I never would have lasted more than a moment inside her; even with it, the warmth and grip of an unspoiled highborn cunt was still almost too much for me to handle. And so I paced myself, probing deeper with each slow thrust, giving both of us time to adjust. 
But I couldn’t restrain myself for long. Staring down into her blue eyes, feeling her writhe beneath me, hearing her gasping breaths as I claimed her innocence…
It was too much to resist. I thrust harder with each push, beckoning tiny whimpers from her lips each time I bottomed out. A part of me yearned to assume my hybrid form and take her as a dragon knight instead. I had heard that it was a common practice elsewhere in the Empire, a means of truly breaking in a new wife. But I couldn’t abide the thought of harming her, especially now when she was utterly delirious with joy…
“Please, my lord,” she panted, brow creased and breaths haggard as she looked up at me. “Make me your vessel!”
I slammed into her again, harder than ever before. Her squeal of delight echoed off the walls of the binding chamber, following by the wet slapping of our flesh as I defiled her unspoiled cunt, knowing I couldn’t and shouldn’t hold much longer…
“Ultrinnan!” I cried out as I ruptured inside her. Her thighs locked around me in an iron grip, as if to ensure I couldn’t escape before I filled her womb to the brim with my dragon seed. I stared down into her eyes, watching them sparkle with joy as she felt my heat rushing through her for the first time. 
“Alamir,” she gasped breathlessly. “My dragon…”
“Sariss,” I replied, smiling and kissing the tip of her nose. “My wife.”




Interlude

Siren Falls


Siren Falls hadn’t started out as a settlement. Originally, it had been a simple oasis, a combination of bathhouse and gambling den tucked away in a vast network of caves beneath the waterfall spilling down from Lake Winovar. It was a pleasant stop for anyone traveling through the Western Droughtlands on their way up to Lenya Valley, east to Tiralis, or north toward the Reach. One could buy supplies, get a few drinks, and spend an evening with one of the pretty bath girls before moving on.  
By now, though, the Falls were nothing short of a small town with multiple rows of stone buildings festooned around the waterfall and a score of caravans parked at the fringes. The actual oasis remained the primary attraction, but Rasmus couldn’t deny that Sabari the Siren had shown remarkable business sense. Especially for a woman whose attention span typically rivaled a newborn kitten.
“Business seems good,” he commented as he and Borkesh approached the caravan camps at the perimeter. The rushing waterfall was clearly audible even from here. 
“Maybe too good,” his orc partner grumbled as he tugged back on the reins to slow his thresk mount. The scaly creature made a hissing-cluck in protest, as if it couldn’t decide whether it was a lizard or a bird. Which, given its scaley, almost ostrich-like appearance, was probably accurate. 
“Annoyed you might have to wait for a bath girl again?”
“It’s more than that,” Borkesh said, his nose twitching as the smell of cooking meat wafted over them. “Eventually some dragon is going to fly overhead and realize there’s a party they weren’t invited to.”
“One would hope that our illustrious Sovereign has better things to do with his time,” Raz said. 
“They’re petty and spiteful creatures. You’ve seen what’s left of those human villages in the southeast. All it takes is one bad afternoon and everything Sabari’s built could be reduced to cinders.” 
“You saw how difficult it was to spot this place from a distance. She has the whole thing cloaked in an illusion to make it look like a giant dust ball from the sky.”
The orc grumbled something unintelligible. He wasn’t wrong to be concerned, though the town’s biggest enemy was the local tax collector rather than the dragon sitting on the throne. The Empire loved its gold, and the Great Houses were usually content to allow locals to run their own settlements as long as they paid into the Imperial coffers. 
Sabari, naturally, did nothing of the sort. And given the amount of coin that had flowed through here the past few years, there would be a lot of pissed-off nobles if Tel Kithas ever caught wind.
The sun had long since retreated behind the horizon, but so many lights and cooking fires littered the town that it almost didn’t matter. He wouldn’t have been surprised if a few hundred people lived here permanently now, and not just the bath girls and workers.
Raz also counted at least a dozen different caravans, most with three wagons or more. Ostensibly, none of the Great Houses from Tel Kithas—nor any of their merchant or guild vassals—were particularly welcome here in the Droughtlands. In practice, though, as long as they moved their cargo without harassing or trying to extort people, the local denizens more or less left them alone. 
Besides, the oasis had something for everyone who wanted to get out of the sun, listen to music, and purchase a little companionship. The Falls also happened to be a great place to get information, especially when one slept with the owner on a semi-frequent basis. 
Raz could hear the laughter and music coming from inside the caverns when they reached the stables and tied up their thresk. They made their way past the rows of buildings to the mouth of the cave by the waterfall where one cute human girl and two enormous orc guards were keeping a line of potential customers at bay. 
“Would be nice and convenient if the Vorskai decided to stop here for the night, wouldn’t it?” Borkesh asked, his red eyes narrowing as he inspected the wagons and campfires of the visiting caravans more closely. 
“Can you even imagine a world where we’d ever get that lucky?” Raz asked with a snort.
“Not really. But there are a lot of humans here.”
Raz nodded. Most humans in western Abethaal either lived as servants in the cities or in tribes within the mountains, though some had been getting bold enough—or desperate enough—to begin migrating back into the Droughtlands. It was a bold move, considering what had happened to them less than a generation ago. Borkesh was right about the ruins at Dragonfall. The dragons had slaughtered thousands of humans in a single night. 
“I don’t see any Vorskai symbols,” Raz said. “Or white warpaint.”
“We could ask some of the people out here,” Borkesh suggested. “See if they’ve heard anything in their travels.”
“Anything they’ve heard Sabari will already know. You, my friend, get to spend the night relaxing with as many girls as you want.”
“Only if you give me a few more of those coins.”
Sighing, Raz pulled another shiny drakada from his pouch and flipped it to his partner. “Learn to live with your means.”
“One coin?”
“It would have been two if you’d helped me fight off those Chagarri.”
Borkesh grumbled something else under his breath, this one from his vast repertoire of Orcish curses. Raz just smiled and continued toward the cave. 
The attendant girl was thin and short, the exact opposite of the giant men looming behind her. Her dress split the difference between alluring and whorish, and she looked up at the newcomers with a pleasant, practiced smile. 
“Greetings, honored patrons,” she said in a breathy, high-pitched voice. “The den is off to the left, and the theater is straight ahead.”
“We’re not here to gamble or listen to music,” Raz said. “We’re here for the spa.”
“Of course,” she replied easily, gesturing to the line. “Though in that case, I must apologize. All the caves are currently occupied.”
“I’ll take the one in the back,” he countered, dropping five golden drakada on the table in front of her. “My friend will wait in the bar until there’s another opening.”
The girls’ eyes went wide at the sight of the coins. “Oh…oh, my,” she stammered. “T-the tavern is welcoming patrons, but all the caves are—”
“I’ll take the one in back,” Raz repeated. “And tell Sabari I’ll be waiting there whenever she’s finished with her performance.”
Despite the distraction of the glittering coins in front of her, the attendant had enough poise to try to stop him before he walked past. “I-I’m sorry, sir, but the Siren does not attend to patrons in the spa. However, if you’d like to choose a different girl, we have—”
“Sabari will see me,” Raz said firmly. “In fact, she’ll cancel all the rest of her performances for the night.”
The attendant looked like she was about to signal for the guards, but then Raz unbuttoned his shirt, revealing his vatari crystal necklace…and the nasty purple scar beneath. 
“Zinshasa’s grace,” she breathed. “You’re the—”
“I’ll be in the back room,” Raz said, offering her another coin. This one he placed directly in her hand. “Just let her know I’m here, all right?” 
Her eyes stayed wide as her fingers closed around the coin. The moment she snatched it away, Raz stepped past her and the guards, then moved through the curtain dangling down over the narrow cavern entrance. 
The music grew louder the instant he passed through, no doubt the result of one of Sabari’s enchantments. She wouldn’t want anyone outside to be able to hear her sing, and not merely because she didn’t want to give away her show for free. With a siren, there was a real chance that someone hearing her voice might be overwhelmed with lust and charge through the curtain, potentially breaking property or harming the staff. 
“Six drakada?” Borkesh asked, scowling in annoyance. “You realize she’s probably never seen that much in her life.”
“All the more incentive to cooperate,” Raz said, stopping at the junction where three smooth, spacious passages lay in front of him. The inner establishment was divided into sections roughly aligned with the natural caves: the gambling den was down the passage to his left, while the spas were off to his right. In the middle, situated where the echo of the music could easily carry to the other caverns, was the siren’s stage. Everything was bathed in the soothing blue light of the dim glowstones set into iron wall sconces every thirty feet or so.
“Or a reason to sell you out,” his partner grumbled.
Raz shrugged. “If someone wants to come after us here, so be it.”
Borkesh frowned, an expression that made his tusks jut outward all the more. “Do I have to remind you that you almost got killed taking a piss? Do you want to get killed in the pool instead?”
“It’s a slightly more dignified way to go,” Raz replied dryly. “Look, just snoop around the tavern a bit and see what you can learn, all right?”
“Fine,” the orc man said with a resigned sigh. “But I’m getting two bath girls, and you only gave me one coin.”
“That’s more than enough.”
“I’m also going to drink, too. A lot.”
Groaning, Raz tossed him a pouch of silver drakes instead. “Use these up. Less conspicuous.”
Borkesh caught the pouch and clipped it to his belt so smoothly the coins barely jingled. “Just remember, if she’s still mad at you from last time, don’t bother asking me for help.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it. Now get moving—we’ll commiserate in the morning.”
“Late morning,” Borkesh said. “Two girls, remember?”
He flashed a tusky grin as he headed left for the gambling den/tavern area to wait his turn. Given his size, Raz almost felt bad for the bath girls he was about to hire…but then he remembered how many drakes he’d given the big man. The girls would make more with him in a night than they would the rest of the month.
Raz set off to his right down the widest of the three smooth, spacious passages. A hulking minotaur stood guard in front of the spa area, but since Raz had been there when Sabari had hired him, the beast-man didn’t look particularly concerned…especially after a gold coin came flying his way. Huffing through his snout, the minotaur tilted a chipped horn at the blue curtain blocking the entrance.
“Thanks,” Raz said, passing through. On the other side was a roughly circular chamber that splintered off into a warren of smaller, isolated caves where guests could bathe in the warm waters—and hire company to entertain them while doing so. 
Normally, this chamber had another attendant like the girl outside, though her job was mostly to help patrons select a partner from the roster of bath girls. The area was conspicuously empty right now, though, and Raz couldn’t help but wonder if Sabari was short-staffed these days. That, or perhaps most of the current patrons were like Borkesh and wanted multiple girls at once. 
Either way, Raz knew where to go. He set off down the passageway, unbuttoning the rest of his shirt as he did so. Whoever was in there would be annoyed when he showed up, but coins could solve that problem, too. Raz wasn’t in the mood to wait; his aching muscles were yearning to slip beneath the warm water after the fight this afternoon. With any luck, he’d have a few minutes alone to relax and clean up before Sabari joined him. 
When she did, he planned to get filthy again with her very quickly. 
Smirking at the thought, his mind flooding with salacious images of the last time they’d been together, he pressed on. His destination was the largest chamber by far, with a deep circular pool in the center and plenty of space along the sides for an entire group of people to lounge upon smooth rocks. 
He could hear the gentle sloshing of water as he wound through the passage, suggesting at least one current guest, and he plucked a few coins from his pouch to have his bribe ready. At least he didn’t hear any moaning or slurping. Whoever was in there would be in a much worse mood if he was interrupted in the middle of an engagement… 
Raz turned the corner into the chamber, fully prepared to see some hideous, overweight merchant swimming in the pool. But the only person in there was nothing of the sort.
On the contrary, she was easily one of the most beautiful women he had ever seen. 
Raz inhaled sharply when her head slowly emerged from beneath the water, her shoulder-length red hair plastered firmly against the sides of her face. She had the tanned skin and athletic figure of someone who spent most of her time outdoors, and her brilliant, jade-green eyes were particularly piercing in the otherwise dimly lit chamber. Her pointed ears weren’t quite long enough to mark her as a full-blooded elf, though her impressive curves had already given away the human part of her heritage. 
She paused just before her breasts emerged from the water, offering Raz a truly exquisite view of her cleavage as the water ran down her skin. For several heartbeats, the two of them just looked at one another, the only sound the distant echo of Sabari’s melodic voice coming from elsewhere in the caverns. 
“I paid for an entire hour,” the half-elf woman said in thickly accented Elvish. “Or did you outbid me?”
Raz considered himself an expert on women, or at least the type of women who lived in the Droughtlands and the Reach. His bedroll was rarely empty unless he wanted it to be. 
And yet for some reason, the mere sight of this woman—this girl, really—left him completely speechless. 
“Are you mute?” she pressed.
“Sorry, I, um…” Raz cleared his throat and tried to salvage his composure. “The Siren sent me to keep you company.”
The girl scoffed, a movement that nearly lifted her breasts out of the water. “Is that so? And what’s your specialty?”
“Whatever you want it to be,” he replied with his most charming smile. Suddenly, all he could think about was enjoying this pool with Sabari and a beautiful half-elf redhead at the same time. 
She scoffed again, her jade eyes twinkling. He swore he could see the beginnings of a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth, but it might have been a trick of the lighting. Or perhaps just his libido stimulating his imagination. 
“Well, I suppose I’ve had enough time,” she said. “Turn around and let me dry off so I can get out of your way.”
“Of course,” Raz said, tilting his head away and striding toward one of the outcroppings in the rear of the chamber he often used as a makeshift bench for his own clothes. He was gentlemanly enough not to try and steal a peek when he heard the girl rise out of the water, but not gentlemanly enough to keep from fantasizing about her wet tits. He made a mental note to ask Sabari about this girl later. If she was staying at the inn tonight, he could invent a reason to see her again.
“The pool is yours,” the girl said. 
“Thanks,” he said, glancing back over his shoulder. She had covered herself in one of the expensive linen towels Sabari had bought from a fence a few years back, and she was carrying a pack of equipment Raz had been too distracted to notice before. But now that he was studying her more closely, he spotted the distinctive handle of a weapon protruding from the satchel. And not bone or an iron weapon, either—it looked like the hilt of an elven sword not unlike his own…
The girl seemed to leer at him as he removed his shirt, and this time he was absolutely certain he saw her smile before she slipped out of the chamber. 
Yes, he told himself as he got undressed, I definitely need to ask Sabari about that one. 
[image: image-placeholder]Raz had only been lounging in the pool for a few minutes before the distant music fell silent. Shortly after that, he heard a soft female voice exchange words with someone down the passage. Sabari’s footsteps were completely silent, of course, and he wouldn’t have noticed her entering the chamber if he hadn’t already been looking in that direction. 
“There you are, love,” she said in a smooth, sultry voice. “I didn’t think you’d come back this way for a few moons yet.”
“Surprise,” Raz said, allowing his gaze to drink in her slender dancer’s body. She was wearing one of her typical flowing skirts along with a dark green midriff-baring bandeau. A glimmering golden ring pierced her navel, and the ruby embedded within was a perfect match for her bright red lips. The brilliant colors were a stark and alluring contrast to her dark eyes and the darker shadow accentuating them.
Like most of her kind, Sabari could have passed for a human woman in appearance. But fey weren’t mortal; they were primal spirits bound to this world as strongly as demons were bound to the Pale. According to conventional wisdom, one would have to be an absolute fool to trust such a creature.
And in this case, conventional wisdom was absolutely right. 
“Business?” she asked, sashaying to the edge of the pool. 
“More or less,” Raz confirmed. “With the benefit of some pleasure along the way.”
“Mm,” she murmured, a coquettish smile playing across her mouth. “I have my own business to run here, love. I can’t drop everything because you walk in my door.”
“I have two hundred drakadas weighing down my coin pouch right now.”
Her eyes flashed, and her hands were reaching for the clasp of her bandeau almost before I finished the sentence. 
Why didn’t you say so?” she asked coyly. 
The instant the fabric hit the stone, he treated himself to a glorious gander of her high, pert breasts and rich, burgundy nipples. He watched her hands slide down her tapered waist to push her skirt and panties from her hips, giving him an unobstructed view of her delicate, hairless quim. He’d spent many hours buried inside it over the years, but none for several months now. It was something he intended to rectify shortly. And repeatedly.
She effortlessly slipped into the pool and dipped herself to her neckline before rising again. Water streaked down her breasts and flat stomach in thin streams, glistening nearly as brightly as the ruby in her belly. She kept her distance, allowing him to bask in her beauty while she pretended to wash. 
“You must have hunted something fierce for such a payout, love,” Sabari, sliding her fingers through her black mane while arching her spine. “Or was it someone?”
“Nothing at all, actually,” Raz told her, resisting the urge to stroke his stem beneath the water. He’d been steadily stiffening from the moment he’d seen that redheaded half-elf girl, but with Sabari flaunting her assets a few feet away, his desire was officially boiling. His cock was hard, throbbing, and aching for a familiar home. 
Sabari paused. “How do you mean?”
“The hunt is the reason I’m here. The coins were a gift, if you can believe it. We need to track down a target for the rest.”
“There’s more?” she gasped, her seductive washing routine temporarily forgotten. 
“Potentially a great deal more,” Raz said. “And I’m happy to share the wealth, assuming you can help me out.”
She licked her lips, though he had a feeling it was more out of greed than lust. “I haven’t heard any rumors about large bounties, if that’s what you’re wondering. And not much news out of Tel Kithas, either.”
“Not even reports of some house scion getting murdered?” Raz asked. “Perhaps in a confrontation with the Vorskai?”
“Nothing at all like that,” Sabari said with a shake of her head. “If anything, things have been calmer than normal these past few months.”
He pressed his lips into a tight line. “The client—some unnamed dark elf, possibly Imperial rather than local—dropped a sack of coin in my lap to ensure I’d listen to what she had to say. And she promised triple that if I captured someone and brought her back to the garrison in Sethuil.”
“Her?” the siren asked. “Who?”
“A Vorskai girl,” Raz said. “A sorceress, one would assume. Probably newly discovered, which made me wonder if the humans had launched an attack I hadn’t heard about.”
Sabari’s cheek twitched slightly, a rare and subtle slip in her calm, controlled façade. “No. I haven’t heard about anything like that.”
“But…?” he prompted. 
She mulled it over for another moment before she began sensuously dragging her fingers over her breasts. “Several Vorskai hunting parties have been spotted in the Droughtlands recently, and there have been rumors.”
“What kind of rumors?”
“Mostly the same things you hear every few years or so. That the humans have had a resurgence, that they’ve bred and trained more sorcerers.”
“One Vorskai girl can’t possibly be worth that much coin,” Raz said. “Tel Kithas overreacts to every rumor about sorcerers in the wild, but she would have to do something for this kind of bounty. That’s why I asked about dead house scions.”
“She may simply know something,” Sabari suggested. “A secret that could embarrass one of the Great Houses or the Sovereign.”
“Maybe,” Raz murmured. He hadn’t considered that particular angle. “But if they were worried about secrets, I would think that they’d just want her dead. The client was very specific: no permanent harm. And either way, how could a Vorskai sorceress have possibly learned something that important? The tribes haven’t left the mountains in years, not since before the massacre at Dragonfall.”
“What if she wasn’t always Vorskai? What if she was a pleasure slave or servant who found her way into their hands?” The siren shrugged as her fingertips casually circled her erect nipples. “There’s a caravan here that’s headed to Tel Kithas in the morning. I could ask them to make some discreet inquiries when they reach the city.”
“Don’t bother. By the time they got back, it will be too late.”
“Too late for what, love?” Sabari asked. “Weren’t you planning to stay for a few days?”
“Just for the night. Borkesh and I figured we’d poke around and see if I could figure out what’s going on, but we’re supposed to be heading north soon. His clan wants help with something.”
“He’s a big orc—he can manage a few days without you.” She waded toward him, making sure to keep her breasts just above the waterline for his benefit. “It’s been months, Raz. If Faradah were here, she wouldn’t let you leave for a week.”
“Definitely not,” he said, smiling fondly when he imagined her partner’s voluptuous blue body. Sirens were a handful, but a djinn like Faradah was practically chaos incarnate. And when the two of them were together…
Well, they landed him in trouble more often than not. And he didn’t tend to get much sleep. 
“I could be persuaded to stick around for a while,” Raz added once she drew close. Spreading his legs apart, he allowed her to press up against him and bring her mouth perilously close to his. “Especially if you tell me whatever it is you’re hiding.”
She was good, all right. Her eyebrows lifted in a perfect image of genuine surprise, and her voice carried the sweet innocence of a young girl. 
“What do you mean?”
“I mean whatever you’re not telling me.” He leaned forward until their foreheads were nearly touching, but didn’t let her sweet, floral scent distract him. “What do you know?”
For a few heartbeats, he thought she might try to deflect. But she must have known how pointless it was to try to deceive him compared to her usual marks. 
“It’s just a rumor,” Sabari said. “And probably rubbish.”
“Okay. So what is it?”
She took a deep breath. “The Vorskai believe that one of their young sorcerers is a dragon.”
A cold, eerie tingle raced down his back. “A human dragon?”
“Impossible, I know—that’s why it’s rubbish,” Sabari said, placing her hands atop his knees above the water. “I didn’t want to waste your time.”
Normally, having his cock this close to her breasts would drive him wild, but Raz was no longer thinking about the water or the woman in front of him. Suddenly, a lot of things started to make sense. Why that drow had given him so much coin, why the Imperials had gotten involved, why they wanted this girl alive…
Why they had hired him, the Sorekûl Drakath, to deal with this problem. 
“It’s not rubbish,” Raz whispered. “The Empire wouldn’t have hired me if they thought it was.”
“The Empire?” she asked. “Not Tel Kithas?”
“Just a hunch, but the coins we were given weren’t minted locally. It might not mean anything…but then again, it could. The birth of a human dragon would threaten their entire religion. The blood priestesses must want her alive so they can study her…or do Solterys knows what else to her.”
Bile burned in his throat. Of all the corrupt and decadent organizations in the Avethian Empire, the Vaz Gorati sisterhood may have been the worst. He hated the idea of proselytizing any religion, but the way they enforced the gospel and “blood purity” of their Dragon Goddess was particularly ludicrous. As if the Avetharri were truly all that different from the faeyn or drow. “Highborn,” indeed. 
“Interesting,” Sabari mused, dragging her fingernails across his thighs in the way she knew he liked. “But the Sovereign is determined to prove to the Empire that Abethaal can take care of itself. You’ve heard about the armies he’s been amassing at Mith Tavar and on the coast?”
He nodded. “Do you have any idea where this Vorskai girl could be?” Raz asked. “All we were told is that she’s usually at their chieftain’s side, and that they were recently spotted somewhere along the ridge out here south of Tiralis.”
“I don’t know anything else, I’m sorry,” Sabari lamented. 
“That’s all right,” Raz said, reclining against the smooth rocks at the edge of the pool. “It’s more than we knew before.”
“Enough to consider splitting the reward when you find her?”
Raz snorted and reached out to run his fingers through her soft, straight dark hair. His cock was above the waterline, mere inches from her tits. And it was starting to lose its patience with him. 
“We’ll see,” he said. “But I might need a little more incentive.”
“Oh, I’m sure I can give you some, love,” she said, eyes twinkling. “Just relax for me, hmm?”
He tried his best. But even as his cock gradually vanished down her silken throat, Raz found himself wondering what else she might not have been telling him. 
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The Dragon Mother


Mornings had always been difficult for me. Usually, I blamed my preference for sleeping late on my drow heritage. Dark elves weren’t overly fond of the sun, I reminded everyone, and I could hardly be blamed for drawing my curtains tight or asking one of the guards to weave a light-blocking ward over the windows.  
But all of that was bullshit, of course. I hated the break of dawn for the same reasons that everyone else did, namely that long nights were far more entertaining than early mornings. I wouldn’t have traded my midnight drinking escapades with Krynn—or my long practice sessions with Karethys—for anything. 
I hadn’t given a lot of thought to how my mornings might change when I branded my first wife and began sharing a bed with her, but Sariss turned out to be my exact opposite. She was awake the instant the first splinter of sunlight came in through the tall casement window. A day earlier, I would have been annoyed by the rustling of the sheets and shifting of the mattress. 
But that was before I woke up with my cock lodged halfway down her throat. 
“Ooh!” I moaned, my eyes madly trying to blink away the fog of sleep. She was already bobbing up and down my manhood for all she was worth, her hair spilling across my waist and legs like a golden river. The beams of sunlight warming her back almost made her glow. 
I stirred beneath her. My limbs were remarkably sluggish, almost as if all my blood was rushing somewhere else instead…
Sariss abruptly came up for air, her lips leaving my cock with an audible pop. “Pleasant morning, my lord,” she purred. “I shall relieve you so that you can better concentrate on the day ahead.”
I moaned between heavy breaths, astonished at how hard she had gotten me before I’d even awakened. “That feels incredible,” I rasped. “But you don’t need to—”
“It is my duty as your wife,” she said, kissing my swollen tip, then smiling. “And my privilege as your priestess.”
Sariss parted her lips and swallowed me again, sending a tingle of delight cascading through me from my cock to my toes. The life of a married dragon was apparently going to be quite different indeed. 
Her mouth was only deep enough to fit half my length, and from my lessons with Karethys, I knew Sariss would need plenty more practice before her throat could learn to take the rest. But the priestess didn’t leave the rest unattended; her long fingers stayed curled around the base, pumping me in perfect rhythm with her movements. 
“Ohhh…” I groaned, both hands settling upon the back of her head. Last night, she had coaxed me to spill with nothing but her lips. Now, with her hands joining the fun, my dam burst. 
Her blue eyes met mine the instant I erupted, filling her mouth with jet after jet of my hot dragon seed. She maintained suction for a solid half minute after I was spent, as if to make absolutely certain she didn’t miss a drop. She then slowly leaned back and rose up onto her knees, her mouth closed tight as she savored her prize like a divine nectar. She held it there for a long while, eyelids fluttering as she performed a reading, before she finally swallowed. 
“Your blood legacy is strong and vital, my lord,” Sariss said. “I can taste the power of your house in your ancestral memories.”
I slid my hands across her silky-smooth legs. My original Vaz Gorati blood reading had been performed the traditional way, just like Miniel had done during the Presentation. But a man’s ancestral memories ran through his seed as well as his blood, and a priestess of Lahara could look back through his family history with a proper sample. 
I had a feeling that Sariss would be taking these readings quite often.
I was still watching her roll her tongue across her wet lips when I heard a soft, timid knock at the door. Her eyes refocused, and she turned and fired a baleful glare across the room. 
“Who would dare disturb you at this hour?” she snarled. 
It was a good question. While the servants were undoubtedly preparing me breakfast, they knew better than to come wake me for it—especially on the morning after I’d branded my first wife. That meant it must have been something truly important…
“I’ll check,” I said, gently moving her left leg off my waist so I could slide out of bed. Grabbing a robe on the way, I moved across the carpet and peered through the spyhole…
Then immediately unlocked the door and swung it open.
“What’s wrong?” I asked. 
Karethys was standing there on the other side, her eyes lowered at the floor as if in shame. “A thousand apologies, my lord, but the Dragon Mother insisted I fetch you immediately.”
“My mother is home?” I asked. “Already?”
“She and your father arrived before sunrise,” she said. “And she wishes to speak with you at once.”
I hissed softly. My parents weren’t supposed to return from their trip to Lostrien for several days yet. But if things had gone badly—or if my father had grown impatient—there was nothing stopping him from taking flight and heading home right away. It wasn’t as if a dragon needed to travel with a caravan on foot. 
“Did she say why?” I asked. 
“N-no, my lord,” Karethys said. “But she seemed…upset.”
“My mother is always upset,” I muttered, an anxious flutter stirring deep in my stomach. “Thank you for the message. I’ll get dressed.”
“She awaits you in the throne room, my lord. I apologize again for the intrusion.”
“There’s nothing to be sorry about,” I told her, reaching out to lift her chin and force her to look at me. “I’ll talk to you this afternoon, okay?”
“My lord honors me,” she said, smiling with obvious relief. I held her gaze for a second before releasing her. Just before she scurried off, I could have sworn I caught her trying to peer past me into the bedroom, but I was probably imagining it. She was gone a moment later, and I closed the door and turned back to my wife. 
“Your parents have returned?” Sariss asked, still in bed amidst the sheets.
“Apparently so,” I said, moving to get properly dressed. “Something must be wrong.”
Her brow furrowed. “Perhaps the nobles in Lostrien are upset about the delayed vatari shipments.”
“Perhaps,” I said, though I doubted it. “I’m going to find out.”
[image: image-placeholder]The throne room had been sealed since my parents had departed for Lostrien, with guards posted at the main entrance mostly for show. They dropped to their knees when I approached, and I reached out to the Aether as I touched the shimmering arcane glyph at the center of the double doors. The sympathetic magic promptly opened the lock, and the doors began to swing open just like at the Presentation last night. 
Today, however, I waited for the doors to close behind me before I began striding toward the empty throne. 
As the seat of power in Tel Kithas, the great chamber had been designed to inspire as well as intimidate, though the latter effect was much more pronounced when neither the torches nor the glowstones were lit. Inky blackness enfolded me like a cloak. The only source of illumination came from the few rays of sunlight that had survived their journey through the peaks of Lahara’s Cradle and the stained-glass windows on the ceiling. 
Not that my drow eyes cared about such limitations. I could easily make out the massive dragon crest of House Sorokar upon the floor at the center of the chamber as well as the twin statues of Lahara and her consort Solterys looming over the immense granite dais against the back wall. The faint light was further fractured by the half dozen pillars scattered across the space, and I found myself wondering which one my mother was hiding behind. 
My only warning was a sudden whisper of air near my left ear, but it was enough. I ducked beneath the swipe I instinctively knew was coming, then whirled around with my left arm extended, hoping to catch the shadowy figure who’d ambushed me. My fingers seemed to brush something insubstantial, but then the darkness itself seemed to writhe.
And she was suddenly standing in front of the throne ten feet away. 
“That hasn’t worked in months,” I said in muted growl. “Are you ever going to tire of it?”
“A Dragon Sovereign must always be vigilant,” my mother replied in a low, husky voice. “If I had placed assassins behind the pillars, they could have—”
“But you didn’t, and you never will,” I interrupted. “Now why don’t you tell me what in Lahara’s name is going on?”
Irileth Teviss—or rather, Irileth Sorokar—had never been the loving, nurturing type of mother, unlike some of my father’s earlier wives. Her faintly glowing red eyes, already narrowed into slits, were the only window I needed into her current mood. 
Suffice to say, it wasn’t good. 
“I was about to ask you the same thing,” she said, leaning against the arm of the throne. Like the rest of the huge chair, the arms had been sculpted out of pure obsidian from Mount Garoth. At times, the black stone almost seemed to move like a pool of oil. 
It also made my mother that much more difficult to see, even with my darkvision. Between her gray skin—much darker than my own—and supple black leather armor, she was practically invisible. Which was exactly the way she liked it. The shadows were her weapons of choice, even more than the twin moonsilver daggers on her belt. 
“The province didn’t fall apart while you were gone, if that’s what you were worried about,” I said, stopping in front of her. “And I didn’t start any wars during the Presentation last night.”
“No, you didn’t,” she replied with the barest nod of approval. “Almost the opposite, in fact. You made quite an impression on the visiting Imperial families.”
“Krynn did, anyway,” I grumbled.
“That is his role. Or will be, once you are Sovereign. Count yourself fortunate. Your father’s Claw was never willing to make himself the villain when necessary. Lord Tirathon was far too worried about being popular and trying to rebuild House Vermillion. Krynn is an asset. You should be grateful for his aid—and you could learn a thing or two about the proper use of power from him as well.”
“I’m more interested in why you felt the need to come home early,” I pressed, refusing to let her barbs get under my skin. “Father must have been flying all night.”
“He did, and he’s resting in his lair now. But my spies sent me a message that was too important to ignore.”
“Which said what, exactly?”
Irileth pushed away from the throne, her red eyes glowering at me like a queen passing judgment on the condemned. “You branded her.”
I blinked. “That’s what your spies were so anxious to tell you? Why you and Father flew all the way here overnight?”
“You did this on purpose, didn’t you?” she asked, ignoring my questions. “You waited until we were gone before you defied our wishes.”
“I don’t need to consult you or anyone else to take a wife,” I reminded her tartly. “It is my right as prince, Wyrm Lord, and soon-to-be-Sovereign.”
I wasn’t surprised in the least that her spies in the palace tracked my movements, but the fact that they had been willing to use one of their precious calling crystals to tell her about the binding ritual was…well, infuriating. It was none of their business. Or hers. 
And so I fixed her with a hard, level glare. For half a minute, she glared right back at me, her eyes cold and her expression even colder. But I knew from long experience that the only way to get through to her was to stand up to her, so I refused to flinch or back down. 
“Binding her is a mistake, Alamir,” she said. “As I have told you countless times.”
“Too many,” I said tartly. “Sariss is my First Wife, and soon she will be my Dragon Priestess. There’s nothing you or Father can do about it now.”
“Don’t be a fool,” she hissed. “You are not Sovereign yet.”
“Only the Vaz Gorati can annul a binding, and that’s not going to happen. Sariss is mine. You’re just going to have to accept that.”
Her gray cheek twitched. “You could have at least done it in public. In the old days, Wyrm Lords would have elaborate ceremonies for each and every wife they took.”
“In the old days, he would also spend half a century traveling the world with them before having children,” I countered. “Something I wish were still possible. You know I respect our traditions, Mother—the ones that make sense. But times have changed, and you’ve been telling me that I need to start branding girls for months now.”
“Girls with bloodlines that will help House Sorokar,” she said pointedly. “Not temple acolytes from lowly families with no useful political connections or resources.”
I snorted. “You’re lucky Father didn’t have that attitude. Otherwise his former concubine wouldn’t be standing here lecturing her Wyrm Lord son about proper binding protocol.”
“I wasn’t his first wife.”
“No, you’re just the one who gave him a dragon,” I said. “Maybe think about that for a moment before casting judgment on me again.”
Her jaw clenched ever so slightly. Mother had been growing especially wistful about protocols and traditions of late, which I found particularly strange given her heritage. How could she of all people not understand that there was more to a wife than cold political calculus? 
She didn’t have a single drop of magic in her blood, which was why House Teviss had offered her up as a concubine for my father in the first place. But despite her lowborn status, Father had recognized her potential and offered her his brand. And not merely a marriage brand, either, but an entire array of powerful vatari tattoos.
Before officially binding her to him, Father had made her his Dragon Bride, a specialized role for lowborn women who had caught the Sovereign’s eye but lacked sorcerous abilities of their own. Her body was covered in runic tattoos that could absorb a fraction of my father’s power, then release it to give her superior speed and strength as well as allow her to weave certain limited spells as if she were a channeler herself. 
Dragon Brides who proved themselves were awarded the privilege of bearing the dragon’s child. Few such unions produced powerful offspring, given the mother’s lack of sorcerous blood, but there were exceptions like me. 
Irileth had relished her role as my father’s enforcer. Today, she was Dragon Mother and his spymaster…and quite possibly the most feared woman in all of Abethaal. 
“Your father won’t be pleased,” she said, her voice an icy dagger. 
“He rarely is these days.”
Mother snorted softly, but her voice thawed from a bitter winter wind to a chilly autumn breeze. “What’s done is done. I only want you to be cautious, Alamir. And that priestess of yours needs to understand the consequences of her decision.”
“Sariss understands fine. She’s been studying at the temple for over a decade. She’s been a full priestess for two years.”
“I’m not talking about her duties as your wife or as a blood priestess. I mean for her as an individual. The brand that marks her as yours will also make her a target for your enemies—for our enemies. And when her belly swells with your child—”
“No one is going to harm her,” I growled, my dragon voice rolling through the cavernous hall like thunder. “Or anyone else under my protection. I won’t allow it.”
Mother stared at me in silence again, her face unreadable, before the corners of her mouth finally lifted in a smile. “You have a good heart, Alamir. For that, I thank Zelioth each and every day.”
My check twitched. “You’re lucky none of the Vaz Gorati are around to hear you invoke that name.”
“The blood witches don’t frighten me,” she scoffed. “You should know that by now.”
I grunted softly. It was difficult to imagine anything frightening my mother, save perhaps the thought of failing my father or House Sorokar. 
“Yet kindness and compassion won’t be enough,” she said, winter returning to her voice. “Not for a Wyrm Lord. Certainly not for a Sovereign. You must give the Empire a reason to support you…and you must give your enemies a reason to fear you.”
“I’ve heard this lecture before.”
“You hear, but you do not listen. You ignore potential threats to your power and—”
“Are you going to tell me the real reason your spies summoned you or not?” I cut in. “Because there’s no way Father flew all night just to have you scold me about branding Sariss.”
Mother stayed silent for several heartbeats, probably irritated that I’d interrupted her righteous screed. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d spent half the flight home practicing how to best excoriate me in the morning. 
“They passed you my missive,” she said eventually.
“A very cryptic one. One would hope they gave you more details.”
“The threat from the humans is real. And it must be dealt with. Soon.”
“Father has assigned the Skywatch to patrol the roads and doubled the caravan guards,” I reminded her. “Unless the humans have been breeding a legion of griffons under our noses, they won’t be able to threaten the vatari shipments again.”
“The Empire isn’t convinced of that. It was all anyone was talking about from the moment your Father and I arrived in Lostrien.”
“My guests confronted me about it last night as well. I would have thought that your people would have been trying to suppress the spread of information.”
“It’s far too late for that. Word of the attacks has reached Tir Lanathel. And the Council of Wyrms will be watching us very closely in the days ahead.”
“So let them watch and be reassured. Unless there’s more to this than you’re telling me.”
“Then you already know,” she said approvingly. “Good. A Sovereign cannot afford to remain ignorant. I assume the Skywatch Captain you’re so fond of told you what’s happening in the Droughtlands?”
“The humans have a dragon,” I said. “Or so they claim. Don’t tell me that Irileth Teviss, renowned cynic, suddenly believes everything she hears.”
“It doesn’t matter if I believe it!” she snapped. She may not have been a dragon herself, yet somehow her voice echoed in the room as loudly as mine had. “It barely matters if it’s true. Don’t you understand? Does nothing I teach you ever sink in?”
“Evidently not,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest and refusing to wither under her glare. “So why don’t you enlighten me?”
Her jaw worked beneath her finely carved cheeks. “The Vorskai have killed one Wyrm Lord, Alamir. The emperor has not forgotten House Vermillion’s sudden demise—or your father’s promise that the humans would never again pose a threat to the vatari or to the Empire. Yet now they claim they have a Wyrm Lord of their own.” 
“But that’s all it is,” I told her. “A claim with no proof.”
“The fact the dustborn believe they can spread such a rumor without consequence demonstrates our family’s weakness to our enemies—and to the Empire. That is something we cannot afford.”
I stared into the glimmering abyss of her red eyes. “Let me guess, your spies have already found this dragon girl somewhere, and they’re prepared to murder her in her sleep.”
“No. But they are closing in, and I see no reason to stay their hand.”
“The reason is that Father entrusted me with this task, not you and your assassins,” I said coldly. “I don’t want to kill some hapless human girl on a rumor, even if her people are the ones who started it.”
“The other houses will take your inaction as a sign of weakness, Alamir. Your father gave you this task so you could prove your dedication and power to the entire realm.”
“If Father is so obsessed with slaughtering humans, he’s welcome to fly out to the Droughtlands and purge them again,” I snarled, not bothering to hide my disgust. “He’s done it before. Why not just butcher the rest of them and be done with it?”
My mother’s eyes glittered like chips of carnelian. “Your father dispensed justice. The way only a dragon can.”
“He burned an entire valley to ash! He killed thousands in retribution for a single murder.”
“The murder of a dragon,” she corrected. “Who was worth more than every dustborn combined.”
Irileth hissed, then abruptly flicked a gloved hand in annoyance. The outline of the dormant vatari tattoos on her arm were briefly visible when the dim light contrasted them against her gray flesh. 
“Your sympathy is badly misplaced,” she said. “They’re the ones who sent the concubine to seduce Lord Tirathon and lure him to their valley.”
“One person killed him, not an entire settlement,” I said firmly, refusing to give ground. “How is that possibly justice?” 
“Your father was forced to make many difficult decisions. Decisions his own father never prepared him for. He doesn’t want to repeat that mistake with you. That’s why he wants to give you this opportunity to prove yourself.”
“Then tell him to give me the time I need. I will deal with the Vorskai. But I’ll do so my way.”
Mother studied me again. Distantly, I wondered how many people she had broken with that bloody gaze of hers over the years. It had certainly worked on me when I’d been younger.
But not any longer. 
“There is more,” she said. “Something I would strongly consider keeping from you if not for the fact you’d soon hear it from others.”
“I do so appreciate your trust, Mother.”
She grimaced almost imperceptibly. “The Vorskai have been making wild claims about this girl’s powers, but I’ve been struggling to understand why. Challenging us might make us look weak in the eyes of the other Great Houses, but I assumed the humans were smart enough to understand it would also invite their swift annihilation. And perhaps they are.”
I frowned. “Explain.”
“It would seem that they wanted to gain our attention. And now that they have it, they delivered a message.” Mother’s cheek twitched again. “A Vorskai rider arrived in Tiralis yesterday—that is why my spies contacted me in Lostrien.”
A tingle of anticipation tickled the back of my neck. “A messenger?”
“Yes. He said that their chieftain is requesting a summit with the new Dragon Sovereign. One where he wishes to introduce you to this dragon of theirs.”
“Introduce her?” I stammered. “After all this, they want to drop their precious dragon right in our lap?”
“They seem confident you will not harm her.”
“Why?” 
She took a visible breath. “Because they don’t simply want you to meet her, Alamir. They want you to marry her.”
My jaw dropped to the floor so hard I couldn’t believe it didn’t hear it bounce. And it took a solid half minute before I managed to pick it back up. 
“You’ve no idea how much I wish I were exaggerating,” my mother continued gravely. “But the proposal was quite specific. Their chieftain has called for a summit at Dragonfall four days from now. There, he wishes to discuss the betrothal of their sorceress to the son of the Dragon Sovereign, a union he claims is preordained by the gods and spirits both.”
I was still having trouble getting my voice to work. “This Vorskai messenger,” I rasped, “is he still in Tiralis?”
“Of course,” she scoffed. “My people weren’t about to let him go.”
“They had better not be torturing him!”
Her brow creased. “All they’ve done is place him in a cell. I will be the one conducting his interrogation.”
“Wrong,” I told her. “I will.”
“Excuse me?”
“I’ll head out there right now,” I said, turning and striding for the door. 
“Alamir!” she called out, darting out from the shadows and racing up next to me. Yet despite her quick movements, her footfalls made no sound whatsoever. “Wait!”
“You wanted me to take action, didn’t you?” I asked, whirling to face her. “Well, that’s exactly what I’m going to do. Tell Father I’ll be home to meet him in his lair tonight after he’s rested…and after I’ve spoken with this Vorskai messenger myself.”
“Ilhari vlos,” she swore. “Alamir, you cannot trust anything this human says!”
“That’s why I’m going to bring my new wife with me,” I said with a satisfied smile. “What’s the Vaz Gorati saying? A man can lie all he wants, but the blood always runs true.”
Mother’s body went stiff, and her gray skin paled as if she were suddenly sick. “This is a mistake. There is nothing to be gained.”
“Not for you, perhaps. But I had better not show up and find this messenger dead. If I do…”
I allowed the threat to hang in the air unspoken. My mother could scheme and maneuver and spy all she liked, but she wasn’t a Sovereign or a Wyrm Lord. She had no authority over me. Only one man in Abethaal did. 
But even if my father had been standing right here instead of resting in his lair, I still wouldn’t have turned back. He had entrusted me to deal with the Vorskai problem. 
And that was exactly what I was going to do. 
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The Messenger


Sariss was waiting in my chambers when I returned, having bathed and donned her priestly vestments in preparation for a day at the temple. Even with my thoughts focused on getting to Tiralis as soon as possible, I couldn’t help but pause to admire the new dragon brand of House Sorokar upon her belly. It looked  right, as if it had always belonged there. 
“My lord?” she asked, brow furrowed with concern as she glided over to me. “Is something wrong?”
“I’m not sure yet,” I told her. “But I’m headed to Tiralis, and I want you to come with me.”
Her concern transformed to confusion, but I had already decided that I would rather explain on the way than waste any more time. I didn’t want to give my mother’s agents any more opportunities to be alone with the Vorskai messenger than I had to. 
Taking Sariss by the hand, I led her across the palace and up to the aviary. Half a dozen servants were up there mucking out the wyvern roosts for the Skywatch riders who would return after their patrol. A few Wyrmguard soldiers were there as well, including General Elyon, as if he had recently seen a sortie off in person. 
“General,” I called out. “I’m taking the First Wife to Tiralis.”
Elyon stepped closer, towering over us in his hybrid dragon knight form. I braced myself for the inevitable tirade…but amazingly, it never came. 
“Understood, my prince,” he said with a slight nod. “I shall inform the garrison that you are on your way.”
I blinked, wondering for a moment if the legendarily stern Sorokar protector had been replaced by a doppelganger. At the very least, I had expected him to say something biting to Sariss after their tiff yesterday, especially now that she was branded. Perhaps he was just exhausted from handling palace security during the Presentation last night. 
Or perhaps all he’d ever really wanted was for me to give him the courtesy of telling him my plans for once. 
“Thank you,” I said. “If possible, please have them clear a path for me from the aviary to the dungeon. And inform Captain Lathriel of the Skywatch to meet me if she can.”
“I will use the calling crystal immediately,” Elyon said before turning to Sariss. “And congratulations, Lady Sorokar. May you prove a worthy vessel of our venerable house.” 
“Thank you, General,” she replied serenely. There was no trace of condescension in her voice, but I could detect the faint hint of smugness behind her pleasant smile.
“I wish you well on your journey, my prince,” Elyon said, turning back to me. “May Sanathar lift your wings, and may Dalodir protect you and the First Wife.”
Nodding, I signaled for one of the aviary servants to fetch my saddle. Then, stepping away from Elyon and Sariss, I called out to my dragon blood. 
My new wife watched my transformation with a wide-eyed smile, as if it remained one of the most incredible things she had ever seen. It was, in all honesty, but I figured it would eventually lose its luster. This was far from the first time she had seen me transform.
Then again, she was a priestess of Lahara. Riding atop a dragon was practically a religious experience for her. 
I took off the moment she had clambered onto my back and secured herself in the saddle. Before last month, Sariss had never flown anywhere on a wyvern or a dragon, and I only wished it were easier to look behind me so I could see the giddiness in her face. She usually waited until we had climbed out of earshot before she let out her girlish screams of joy, though today she couldn’t hold herself back. She let out a whoop as we surged past the temple of Sanathar and another when I abruptly climbed high enough to give her a bird’s-eye view of the entire city. 
The first time she’d climbed on my back, I had taken her all the way to Lenya Valley where she could look down upon the lush, rolling fields of home from above. One day soon, I imagined she would want to return and announce her binding to her friends and family. Today, though, we had more pressing business. 
Tiralis, the ancient city on the verge of being swallowed up by the Droughtlands, was half a week away on foot but less than two hours of flight on the back of a dragon. During the flight, I explained to Sariss everything that had happened, an awkward feat with the rushing wind and necessity of craning one’s neck. But my booming voice reached her ears without trouble, and my keen draconic ones had no difficulty hearing her speak whenever she replied. 
Her opinion of the Vorskai rumor—as well as the message from the rider—was not surprising. Like the rest of her Vaz Gorati sisters, Sariss could no sooner countenance the possibility of a human dragon any more than an orc or a chagarri one. I doubted that would change until one was standing right in front of them. Maybe not even then. 
I couldn’t really blame them, though, considering it went against everything we were taught to believe. The human tribes were also obsessed with messianic stories. Every few generations, it seemed, one tribe or another would claim they had given birth to a “chosen one” who would free the Old Gods from their prison in the Pale and cast down the dragon usurpers. 
Throughout the history of the Empire, small rebellions had cropped up to challenge the reigns of the Wyrm Lords, but they had always failed miserably. At least, until the murder of Tirathon Vermillion fourteen years ago.
The humans had never before claimed to produce a dragon, though. The most logical conclusion was that it was a ploy to get my attention and draw me into some kind of ambush. If that was true, the first part had already worked. And as for the second…
Well, that was why Sariss was here. 
The emerald-tipped spires of Tiralis became visible over the horizon long before we arrived. The city was a gleaming jewel set against the vast expanse of grasslands surrounding Lahara’s Cradle. Unlike the capital, it lacked a natural protective barrier of mountains or rolling hills, and for the better part of five thousand years, no one had been in a rush to change that. Walls seemed so unnecessary for a city protected by dragons. 
But in the era of the Blood Drought, things were quite different. There simply weren’t enough dragons to protect every settlement in the province, and that fact, combined with the growing threat of organized dustborn raiders, had finally compelled my father to approve the construction of a massive wall with two formidable gates. 
Not that I needed to worry about such obstacles. As I approached the aviary landing on the northeastern side of the city, I spotted Lathriel waiting for me along with a handful of golden-armored Wyrmguard soldiers. Normally, they wouldn’t have allowed anyone else to greet me, not even a Skywatch Captain. But Elyon had obviously made my orders clear. 
I landed with a thunderous boom that shook the entire tower, and a blast of wind ruffled the cloaks and plumes of the soldiers. Lathriel approached first as the Wyrmguard festooned around the battlements took a knee.
“My lord,” she said with a low, deferential bow she only ever gave me in public. “This is an unexpected pleasure.”
“Captain,” I rumbled, lowering my head to the ground so Sariss could dismount. “It’s good to see you again.”
She smiled thinly and shifted her eyes to Sariss. “Greetings to you as well, Priestess.”
“Thank you, Captain,” Sariss said, having not moved an inch in the saddle. “The rest of the soldiers may leave. Immediately.”
For a moment, the only sound on the aviary was the rustle of cloaks in the hot summer wind. The Wyrmguard soldiers stayed down on one knee, though I saw their golden helmets tilting enough to look at one another in confusion. 
“The First Wife has given you an order!” she repeated. “Leave us. Now!”
As tempting as it was to see how they would react to such an order, respecting the dignity of loyal soldiers was more important than my personal amusement. So instead of letting them flounder, I flicked my head toward the stairs in agreement with my wife. A heartbeat later, they were marching down the stairs in formation, no doubt grateful to be out from under their dragon’s gaze. 
“Good,” Sariss said, finally sliding out of the saddle. “My evaluation can now begin.”
Lathriel’s brown eyebrows had been raised in confusion after the exchange with the soldiers, but now the rest of her face followed their example. “Evaluation, Priestess?”
“Of your worthiness to become our lord’s wife,” Sariss replied matter-of-factly, her chin held high as she slowly circled around the other woman. I had seen that same appraising gaze on the faces of Vaz Gorati priestesses ten times her age. “He has expressed his desire to claim you, and yet thus far you have refused his brand. Why?”
Lathriel’s cheeks turned as red as the Sorokar crest on Sariss’s stomach. “P-pardon me?”
“It is a simple question,” Sariss said, stopping directly in front of the other woman after completing her inspection loop. “You are a lowborn female born on the outskirts of Tir Fallas with no house and no sorcerous ability, yet my lord has offered you the chance to become a vessel for his power. Why would you refuse this honor?”
“I…” Lathriel faltered. “I have a duty to the Skywatch and the people here in Tiralis. I can’t—”
“You also have a duty to the Empire,” Sariss said. “And to your Sovereign.” 
“Y-yes, but—”
“The Black Prince requires strong females to aid him. You are clearly skilled and accomplished.” Sariss paused a moment. “And quite lovely as well. You would make a fine Second Wife.”
I didn’t think it was possible, but Lathriel’s cheeks somehow turned redder than they already were. Her mouth hung open but nothing came out, and she looked at me like a mountain climber desperate for rope. 
Even the softest leather must be broken before it can be worn.
Sariss’s earlier words popped into my head, and I couldn’t help but imagine a second branding ceremony where she was standing at my side with Lathriel chained on her knees…
“Perhaps we should continue this conversation another time,” I suggested, pushing the tantalizing image aside with great effort. “After we’ve obtained the information I require.”
Sariss remained still for several heartbeats, her face that of a schoolmarm who had called out a disobedient student and wouldn’t resume the lesson until she’d gotten an answer. But then, abruptly, she relaxed and took a step backward.
“As you wish, my lord,” she said. Her azure gaze never left the other woman. “But you should reconsider his offer, Captain. You and I would make a potent combination.” 
With that, Sariss turned back to me. “I will ensure that the Wyrmguard have cleared us a path to the prison.”
She strode off down the aviary steps where the soldiers had gone, leaving Lathriel and I alone. She looked at me in disbelief, the color in her cheeks only starting to return to normal. 
“What was that about?” she breathed. 
“I think that’s her way of being friendly,” I said. “You should take it as a compliment.”
Snickering, I focused on my dragon blood and began to transform—not back into an elf, but into my hybrid dragon knight form. If I was going to conduct an interrogation, I might as well be as menacing as possible. At least this way I could fit through the doors.
My bones twisted and snapped back into a bipedal form, though my black scales remained. I looked down at the claws on my monstrous hands, feeling a bit disoriented since I hadn’t assumed this form in a few weeks. I still towered over Lathriel; she barely came up the middle of my chest. 
Tapping my amulet, I conjured an illusory suit of oversized silver breastplate and greaves to fit over my new form. Other than the differences in color, I looked rather like a younger version of General Elyon. 
“I assume the messenger hasn’t been harmed,” I prompted, my voice significantly deeper than normal but not nearly as loud as when I was a full dragon. 
Lathriel slowly dragged her eyes away from the stairs where Sariss had headed down into the courtyard below. “No. From what I can tell, your mother’s agents were quite vocal about the need to keep him in good health.”
“Good,” I said, gesturing for her to follow. “Anything else I should be aware of?”
“I don’t know as much as I’d like,” she lamented. “The Skywatch saw the messenger coming, but the moment we brought him into the city, the Dragon Mother’s operatives took him out of our hands.” 
“Ah. Well, he was carrying a message for me. My mother relayed it, but I want to hear it again in person.”
Lathriel snorted softly. “Figures that after I spend all this time trying to get information about the Vorskai for you, one of them randomly shows up on our doorstep.”
“He could be an attempt to trick or manipulate us somehow,” I said. “My mother’s worried I’ll repeat Lord Tirathon’s mistake. He trusted the humans and got a vatari dagger in his back for his troubles.”
“Thankfully, I don’t think this one messenger is much of a threat.”
“Sariss will be able to tell us if he’s being honest. I’ll decide what to do about him then.”
Lathriel nodded as we reached the top of the spiraling steps. They descended about fifty feet to our right down into the outer courtyard at the fringes of the city, and from this vantage, it was abundantly clear how new and different these fortifications were compared to what the locals were accustomed to. There wasn’t any siege equipment, barricades, or any other defensive emplacements between the inner and outer walls as there would be in a normal fortress like Selod Maril. The whole courtyard looked exactly like what it was: the former outskirts of the city that had only recently been cordoned off from the plains. 
Normally, the streets would have been filled with civilians hoping to get a look at their crown prince. But the Wyrmguard had cleared the area ahead of time, just like I’d asked. Several rows of golden-armored men lined the street from the aviary, giving us an unobstructed path to our destination. 
I usually looked forward to meeting with the crowds and speaking with my people. Just not today.
Sariss was waiting at the bottom of the steps for us, and I began heading toward the dungeon with her on my right and Lathriel on my left. I smiled inwardly as we moved, hoping that one day I’d have other branded wives following me as well. 
Tiralis, like many cities in the province, was built in loose concentric rings around a central hub where all the most important buildings were located. Social status corroborated with the ring almost perfectly, with the center reserved for important families and the edges filled with servants and dustborn.
After the city had built the wall, my father had chosen to garrison an entire division of the provincial army here, including five thousand elven soldiers. Their barracks—a two-story building with its own wall and battlements, looked like a small citadel. They had even built a pair of ballistae on the rooftop to fend off wyvern attacks, though it was difficult to imagine that they’d be more effective than putting a few sorcerers on the walls. 
The more I looked, the stronger my sense became that these new fortifications were more about image than substance. Walls were all well and good against bandits and Tirzak raiders, but they weren’t nearly as effective against wyvern riders or sorcerers. And as impressive as it was to see thousands of armored soldiers standing side by side in formation, they didn’t have much practical use, either. Conventional armies were largely a relic of the past; they served no purpose when a single dragon could incinerate them. Even the Great Houses who had once fielded massive armies like Lorkath and Tynov had scaled back to a few thousand soldiers each. 
The truth was that the Empire had conquered all its enemies long ago. Even without dragons to defend every corner of our civilization, armies and fortifications seemed almost quaint. Organizations of elite warriors like the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers, the Skywatch, and the Wyrmguard were more than enough to handle minor threats.
Or had been, anyway, until the humans had emerged from the mountains and attacked us. 
“The nobles here have gotten so panicky you would think there was an entire army headed our way,” Lathriel commented as we moved. “Amazing sometimes how people can be so confident and so skittish at the same time.”
“Everyone’s confident until they get punched in the chin,” I said, quoting one of General Elyon’s favorite maxims. “It’s how they respond next that shows you who they really are.”
“Interesting way to look at it,” she said. “It’s mostly for nothing, though. The Empire isn’t going anywhere. The only ones who can threaten dragons are other dragons.”
House Vermillion might have something to say about that, I thought, but kept it to myself. 
We reached our destination a few minutes later. The short tower was situated two rings closer to the center of the city, and like the barracks, it stood out amongst the sea of smaller green rooftops like a single oversized tree peeking through an otherwise unbroken canopy.
I commanded the tower warden to direct us to the Vorskai prisoner, which he did without delay. As we descended the wide steps into the dungeon, I found myself wondering where my mother’s operatives might be lurking. I half expected to find one of them waiting in the cell block to observe the interrogation, but there was no one down there besides a single local guard who looked humbled to see his prince. 
I dismissed him and our escort, ensuring that we had privacy for our chat. There were only seven cells down on this level, and the Vorskai appeared to be the only current prisoner. 
The man was sitting cross-legged in the center of his cell, his eyes closed and his hands resting palm-up on his knees as if he were meditating. The unkempt shock of black hair atop his head was thick and tangled, and the white warpaint beneath his eyes was still mostly intact despite the better part of two days rotting in this hellhole. He was middle-aged for a human, with the tan, weathered skin of someone who’d spent decades beneath the sun in the Droughtlands rather than hiding in the mountains like so many of his kin. 
He didn’t react to the sound of our voices or my heavy footfalls as I strode toward his cell. Strangely, he looked almost like a Dal’Rethi Blade Dancer in a deep combat trance. From what I knew of Vorskai culture, they worshiped the primal forces of the world directly rather than the Old Gods, and part of communing with those forces was a type of deep meditation. 
It seemed like superstitious nonsense—neither the wind nor the earth cared about the prayers of dustborn. But then, our people still offered prayers to Lahara and her children despite the fact they had been dead for thousands of years. The ritual may have been more important than the result. 
“Human,” I said, trying to sound forceful but not outright terrifying. It was a difficult balance to strike when you were nine feet tall. “You brought a message for me.”
The man smiled faintly as his eyes slowly cracked open, making me wonder if he had been asleep, not meditating. “The black dragon,” he said, his voice deep, rugged, and heavily accented. “He said you would come.”
I saw Sariss twitch out of the corner of my eye, but I put a soothing hand on her arm before she scolded this poor savage about proper protocol when addressing a Wyrm Lord. Lathriel, for her part, crossed her arms and leaned against the wall behind us to watch.
“Who said that?” I asked, keeping my eyes on the human.
“The chieftain,” he replied. “He said you would come, listen, and accept.”
“I see. And why was he so confident about this?”
The man’s brow furrowed as if the question made no sense. “He is moshalim. Guided by the currents of the Moshai.”
Sariss gave me a quizzical look. I was far from fluent with any of the human tongues, mostly because there were so damn many of them, but I was reasonably sure that moshalim was their word for “sorcerer.” Moshai referred to the Aether, the invisible source of magic flowing through the world.
According to the Diviners in Tel Kithas, only one in a few hundred humans were born with the ability to tap into the Aether, and without proper training, they were often as much of a threat to themselves and their tribe as to anyone else. It was surprising to hear that a human could have mastered the gift of foresight. The tribals typically learned elemental magic, not arcane magic. The latter was supposed to be the unique province of the highborn, including divination and scrying magic. Perhaps this was yet one more way the Empire had underestimated humans over the years. 
“He foresaw this meeting, then,” I said. “Did he also tell you that you’d end up in this cell?”
“He said that only the black dragon would listen,” the Vorskai replied. “And that my suffering was the price of our message reaching your ears. Yet it is a burden I bear gladly, Fakash Tal’Shira.”
I felt Sariss looking at me again in search of a translation. But I had never heard any of the words before. 
“It means ‘Hero of Destiny,’” Lathriel said. “Or ‘Dragon Messiah.’ The tribes speak many different tongues, but that’s the general idea.”
An odd tingle raced up and down the back of my neck. Yesterday in the canyon, she had told me that the Vorskai believed they’d found a new savior. I had assumed that they were speaking of their supposed dragon girl…
“Wait,” I said, shaking my head. “You think I am your Dragon Messiah?”
“Fakash Tal’Shira,” the man repeated with a smile. “The one to bring freedom to the sands and hope to the Vorskai.”
I bared my fangs and turned to look at each of the girls, but neither of their faces held any answers. 
“Why do you believe this?” I asked. 
The human smiled and began to speak in his own tongue. It took me a moment to realize it wasn’t merely a reply; he was reciting something from memory, like a poem. 
Or a prophecy.
“What is he saying?” Sariss asked. 
I turned back to Lathriel. Her eyes were narrowed in concentration, and her lips moved slowly as she worked through the meaning. 
“I don’t understand all of it,” she said. “But it’s something about betrayal, the dragon messiah, a promise in flame…” She started slightly when the man stopped speaking, and her eyes flicked to mine. “And the end of the Blood Drought.”
The odd tingle in my neck suddenly rippled all the way down the low, bumpy ridges of my spine. “The end of the Drought?” I repeated in a rasp. “How?”
The human said something else, this time in a cadence more like normal conversation. But as he spoke, the color drained from Lathriel’s face.
“What now?” Sariss asked. 
“He says the Drought will only end with the union of humans and elves,” Lathriel said. “When the blood of the black dragon and the human dragon become one.”
I stared at her in disbelief. Sariss lashed out in anger.
“That is blasphemy,” she spat. “No Wyrm Lord would ever dilute his blood through a dustborn! And no dustborn womb could possibly produce a dragon!”
“It’s what they believe,” Lathriel said. “Blasphemous or not.”
Sariss scoffed. “My lord, there is little point in listening to this man further. We should return home before he wastes any more of your valuable time.”
I raised a claw and stared hard at the human man. On the surface, his words seemed insane…but then again, there hadn’t been a female Wyrm Lord in Abethaal for centuries. There were only a handful in the entire Empire. And if this Vorskai girl really was a dragon…
“This union is a prophecy from your moshalim?” I asked.
The Vorskai nodded. “The currents of the Moshai flow through both future and past.”
“Yet our own Diviners have seen nothing.”
“One cannot see where one does not choose to look.”
Sariss snorted. “Barbarian nonsense! You know less than nothing of the Aether.”
“Why should we believe you?” I demanded, ignoring her. “The last time a dragon trusted humans, you murdered him.”
“No!” the man insisted, rising to his feet and pressing against the bars of his cell. “The Vorskai have killed no dragon!”
Lathriel reacted to his sudden movement, diving off the wall to stand at my side. Her hand reached for the slender blade at her belt, but she stopped herself from drawing it when I looked at her and shook my head. 
“More lies,” Sariss hissed from my right. “You lured Lord Tirathon to your meeting with an offer of peace, then betrayed him.”
“No!” the man repeated more forcefully. “The dragon did not die at our hand.”
Growling low in the back of my throat, I leaned close enough to the bars that I could loom over him. “If you didn’t kill him, who did?”
The human didn’t cower. “You.”
For a long moment, I just stared at him, waiting for him to wither beneath a dragon’s gaze. But his dark eyes looked right back at me, unbowed and unflinching.
“Your people murdered their own kin,” the man said. “Out of fear of what his child would become.”
“His child?” I asked. “Lord Tirathon’s? What are you…?”
The revelation hit me slowly at first, then crashed over me all at once. My mind raced as I put it all together…and abruptly realized that the prospect of a Vorskai dragon was no longer insane. 
In fact, it made perfect sense. 
“The dragon brought his lover to us,” the Vorskai man went on. “He told us that your blood witches would never abide her swollen belly, and that we must protect her child and raise it as our own. And for that mercy, he met his end.”
A cold, bony hand clutched at my throat as if a spirit from the Pale had crossed over and started to choke me. All the stories my father had told me about the slaughter at Dragonfall, all his warnings about human betrayal and Tirathon’s foolishness…
“My lord, please,” Sariss said, her hand squeezing my arm. “This is nonsense!”
“No,” I croaked. “It isn’t.”
“But—”
“You’ve heard the stories of the last Vermillion,” I said. “That he was seduced by his human concubine and lured to a meeting where the Vorskai murdered him.”
“Of course, but…”
Sariss trailed off as she finally came to the same conclusion. It was blindingly obvious in retrospect, yet it had never even occurred to me. It wouldn’t occur to most highborn, since it relied upon something so untoward. So unthinkable. 
Like a dragon falling in love with his concubine. The very reason for my own existence. 
“His concubine was pregnant,” Lathriel breathed. “Lord Vermillion’s concubine was pregnant!”
Sariss threw a glare at the other woman as if hearing the words she was already thinking were blasphemous. But then her eyes returned to me, and I knew she understood. 
“This Vorskai dragon girl,” I said. “She’s not human—not completely human, at least. She’s Lord Tirathon’s daughter.”
“Which means she could be a dragon,” Lathriel reasoned, her hazel eyes looking up at me. “She has elven blood and dragon blood…”
“No,” Sariss whispered, shaking her head. “This is just another human deception. They destroyed House Vermillion, and your father punished them for it.”
Her voice projected certainty, but I could hear the doubt starting to creep in. She might not believe in the possibility of a human dragon, but a half-human one was much more difficult to dismiss—especially if her father had been a Wyrm Lord himself. 
As for the rest of the Vorskai’s tale…it all fit. If Tirathon really had gotten his human concubine pregnant, the Vaz Gorati almost certainly would have killed her or at least forced her to give up the child. They would never allow dragon blood to spread to the dustborn races. 
Taking a deep breath to clear my mind, I turned my gaze back to the human and searched his face for any signs of duplicity. He certainly sounded like he believed what he was saying, but there was only one way to be sure. 
“I need to know if you’re telling the truth,” I said. “For that, my priestess must take a reading. Do you understand?”
The Vorskai nodded. “She is moshalim. Guided by the currents of the Moshai.”
“Yes, that’s right. This test…it won’t be painless. But it shouldn’t leave any permanent wounds.”
The man’s eyes shifted to Sariss for the first time, but he didn’t speak. He just turned his arms palm upward…and waited. “Go ahead,” I told her. 
Taking a step closer to the bars, a storm of conflicting emotions raging across her face, Sariss stretched out her right arm and spread her claw-tipped fingers wide. My tutors had once told me that in the ancient world, when the Old Gods had been the only conduits to the Aether, their priests could peer into the mind of mortals with a searing divine light. Those techniques had been lost to time, sadly, but Sariss had other means of evaluating the purity of a man’s heart…
There was no dramatic flash of energy from her hand or any sound to accompany her spell. But in one moment, the man was looking at her calmly…and in the next, his entire body seized up as if he had been stabbed. 
“Goddess sanctify your blood,” she said, her normally bright blue eyes turning dark red. “And burn away its impurities.”
The Vorskai man gurgled uncontrollably, and I couldn’t help but feel a twinge of sympathy. When the blood priestesses had tested me for power, they had drawn and drank my blood. My father had told me the tale of how the High Priestess had nearly keeled over in shock when she tasted my ancestral memories and felt the overwhelming draconic power of my blood legacy. 
This was far more disturbing…and invasive. Such magic was beyond me so far, and I didn’t truly understand how she could rummage through the secrets of a man’s blood without spilling it. But seeing the Vorskai frozen in place, unable to move, speak, or even breathe, was a potent reminder that my First Wife wasn’t merely my historian and herald, she was a powerful sorceress who could quite literally rip a man apart from the inside out if she so desired. 
It was also a reminder of why the Vaz Gorati Sisterhood were so rightly feared. 
“Argh!” Sariss groaned after a moment, lowering her arm and taking a step backward. The Vorskai man crumpled to the floor like an empty sack, though he did seem to be breathing again. 
I placed my ebon-scaled hand on Sariss’s back to help steady her. “Are you all right?”
“Yes,” she said, blinking rapidly. The crimson slowly faded from her eyes, but they stayed as bloodshot as if she’d been crying. “I sense no deception.”
The human man mumbled something in his own language as he lay there, then chuckled as if to a joke no one had made. 
“But all that means is he believes what he’s saying,” Sariss added. Her breaths came heavy, as if she had run up and down several flights of stairs. “It does not mean the words are true.”
Nodding slowly, I glanced at Lathriel. She looked right back at me, her eyes a swirl of confusion and doubt. 
“There’s one person who knows the truth about what happened that night,” I said. “It’s time I paid a visit to my father.”
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Father and Son


The instant we emerged out of the dungeon, it became clear that a return trip to the aviary would be more public than our initial trek. By now, everyone in Tiralis had heard that the Black Prince was in the city, and a great many of them had come out to see me in person. The Wyrmguard were diligently holding back the tide of commoners, preventing them from outright mobbing me, but they simply didn’t have the manpower to keep this part of the city clear, at least not without violence.  
Normally, I wouldn’t have minded being social. Most of the time, the people seemed to like me far more than the nobility. But I had no intention of sticking around here any longer than necessary. 
I needed to get back to my father. I needed answers.
“We’re going to fly from here,” I said, looking to the nearest Wyrmguard and signaling for him to give us a bit of extra space. 
“Without a saddle?” Lathriel asked. 
“We can pick it up on the aviary,” I said. “But I need to get back as soon as possible.”
I could feel their eyes upon me as I began to roil my dragon blood in preparation for a shift. 
“What happens if your father confirms everything the human said?” Lathriel asked, keeping her voice low. 
“I don’t know,” I admitted. 
“And if he agrees that the Vorskai are lying?” Sariss asked. 
“I don’t know that, either.”
I closed my eyes as my dragon blood began to boil, looking forward to the trip back just so I’d have some time to think. Ever since my mother had told me about the Vorskai messenger, there had been a tickle in the back of my mind, a nagging suspicion that my choices over the next few days might be the most important of life. They might even define my reign as Dragon Sovereign. 
Standing here now, knowing in my gut that the Vorskai dragon was real, I no longer had any doubt. I had to find her before anyone else did, including my mother’s assassins. 
Taking full control of my blood, I shifted back into my dragon form. My bulk filled most of the street outside the dungeon, and I could hear the gasps and squeals of the crowd further away upon seeing the Black Prince in all his ebon-scaled glory. 
“I need you to do something for me, Captain,” I said, keeping my head low next to Lathriel. 
“Anything you need, my lord,” she said. 
“I want you to scout the mountains and the valley around Dragonfall. See if any of the Vorskai are out there. And if so, get an idea of what they might be planning.”
“All right,” she said slowly, eyes widening as she absorbed the magnitude of the task. “But every rider in the Skywatch has been trying to locate them for months. I doubt I’ll have much luck on my own.”
“I know, but I want some warning in case they are planning something,” I said. “Because the only way to meet this dragon of theirs might be to agree to their summit.”
“What?” Sariss gasped. “My lord, you can’t possibly—”
“I haven’t committed to anything yet,” I cut her off. “But if my father confirms that this girl really is the daughter of Tirathon Vermillion, it’s not something we can just ignore. We’ll have to find her.”
“And then what?” Lathriel asked. 
I could see the worry on her face, though I wondered about the source. She had always been sympathetic toward humans in general and the Vorskai in particular—she was one of precious few who had bothered to learn their language, after all. But was she concerned about my safety, or was she worried I was considering an encore of my father’s purge fourteen years ago?
“Like I said, I don’t know yet,” I replied. “But at a minimum, we can’t allow the humans to keep a dragon scion.”
“Even if she considers herself one of them?”
“That hardly matters,” Sariss said dismissively. “If this heir is real—which I highly doubt—then she carries the blood of a Great House. The Vaz Gorati will not allow the humans to cultivate that power for themselves.”
“Which is why we aren’t going to tell anyone about this,” I warned, glancing between them. “Not until I’ve made a decision. Is that clear?”
The women exchanged a quick glance. 
“Of course, my lord,” Sariss said. “Your desires are my destiny.”
“I understand,” Lathriel added.
I nodded and exhaled slowly. “Whatever path I choose, I’ll send you a message soon, Captain. Maybe as early as tonight.”
“I will be here, my lord.”
“I know you will,” I said. “And thank you, by the way.”
She arched a brown eyebrow. “My lord?”
“For the translations,” I said. “We’re lucky you were here.”
“Indeed,” Sariss said, offering the faeyn woman another appraising gaze like when we had first arrived. “You are quite resourceful. It is no wonder our lord finds you worthy.”
“Um…thank you, Priestess,” Lathriel managed. 
“You may call me First Wife.” Sariss paused and smiled. “But I would rather call you sister. Consider our lord’s offer, Captain. We would be quite formidable together.”
Lathriel’s cheeks flushed again. “I will,” she whispered, turning to look at me. “I promise.”
“Good. Then walk in Aluthil’s light.” Sariss reached out a hand and gently placed it on the other woman’s face, then pivoted back to me. “I am ready to return when you are, my lord.”
“Then let’s fetch your saddle,” I said, leaning down so she could climb onto my back. “And go home.”
[image: image-placeholder]From a distance, the entrance to my father’s lair was completely invisible. The cliffside behind the palace was a sheer rock face that looked both unscalable and unbreakable. Even up close, there were no obvious signs of a cavern behind the stone. Only a sorcerer with dragon blood—or perhaps a master illusionist—could see through the magical shroud concealing the tunnel. 
The first time my father had shown this to me, it had looked like he was flying straight into solid rock. I’d had to breach the illusory barrier at least once myself to see through the deception. Truly powerful illusions were as real as whatever they were simulating; another dragon or a wyvern rider would crash into the mountain if they hadn’t recognized the spell. 
Thankfully, I had already earned my bruises, so I thrust out my wings to slow my approach as I soared gently through the fake wall into the massive cavern beyond. 
The lair was reasonably well illuminated, especially on the left-hand side of the hundred-yard-wide chamber. My grandfather had excavated comfortable nooks for his own personal library, alchemical laboratory, and private study. My father didn’t have the same scholarly impulse, though he had assembled quite a collection of rare tomes from his early travels across the Empire with his harem. 
On most days when he came here, it was to seek sanctuary from the pressures of the court…and to spend time as a dragon without attracting the attention of everyone nearby. The older I got, he’d once told me, the more tiresome my elven form would become. My blood would run thicker and thicker with age, until one day when I would inevitably consider the dragon my “true” self.
Emperor Karsis and the Elder Dragons who filled the Council of Wyrms weren’t old men and women sitting around a great table debating matters of state like a provincial court. When they met atop Anar Dol, the mountain peak at the heart of the Empire, they did so as dragons, not as elves. That was one of the reasons that former Sovereigns congregated in their own province of Lomir Drakath to live out the rest of their long lives apart from their brethren. It was practically a different state of existence. 
Normally, such a transition seemed so far away that I could barely comprehend it. But whenever I entered this lair, part of me could feel that call deep in my bones. I imagined it was how the Silverfang druids felt when they gathered beneath the light of the moon and surrendered to the cry of the wolf.
I landed just inside the cavern, then took a moment to stretch my wings before starting forward. I could sense my father’s presence long before I heard the stirring rumble off to my right. With the aid of my drow vision, I saw Father unfurl from the slumbering ball he’d tucked himself into and rise to his full height. He was only a hundred and eighty, not quite middle-aged for a dragon, but he still enjoyed his daily naps. Especially now that most of his wives had either returned to their families to raise their children or traveled ahead to the Imperial capital to prepare the Sorokar estate there for my father’s arrival once his term of office ended. 
“Father,” I called out when I reached the center of the great cavern. My voice seemed even more powerful than normal here, an effect of the favorable acoustics. 
“Your mother said you would come,” Valion Sorokar rumbled as he stomped out of the darker part of the cave and closer to the lights by his library. The warm radiance from the glowstones played off his brilliant gold scales, making them glitter as he moved.
“I didn’t realize my presence merited a warning. You’ve told me many times that I’m welcome here.”
“You are.” Valion came to a halt some thirty feet in front of me, almost awkwardly close in dragon terms. “Always.”
“Good. Because we have a great deal to discuss, Father.”
He stirred in place, the shuffle of his enormous body stirring dust all over the cavern. He may not have officially been an Elder Dragon until he joined the Council of Wyrms, but he had the size and strength to match any of them. I was much larger than I should have been for my age, but my father still towered over me like a golden giant. 
“You met with the Vorskai messenger?” he asked, his silver eyes smoldering. They were far brighter than their flat gray in his elven form. 
“That’s right,” I said. 
“I trust that you did not agree to his request?”
“Not yet. But I’m strongly considering it.”
Valion grumbled deep in his throat. “You should put that consideration out of your mind. The humans have nothing valuable to say.”
“That’s where you’re mistaken, Father,” I said. “The messenger had a great many interesting conversation topics. Like how the blood of the once-great House Vermillion may not be spent after all.”
Often, it was more difficult to evaluate the subtle shifts in my father’s body language when he was a dragon rather than a man, but the sudden flash in his eyes was as obvious as an exploding fireball.
“What?” he said, not as a question but as a demand. 
“You really didn’t know?” I asked. “Or did you just assume you’d incinerated Lord Tirathon’s concubine during your purge?”
The flash in his eyes dimmed, and for a long moment, he no longer seemed to be looking at me or the cave or anything else in the physical world. But then he exhaled slowly, and his massive body almost seemed to shrink into itself. The once-mighty Sovereign, the most intimidating visage in Abethaal, looked almost…frail. 
“Tirathon, old friend,” he whispered. “What have you done?”
I remained silent, watching the reactions play across his draconic visage. Before coming here, my instincts had warned me to be skeptical of anything he said. But standing before him, it was easy to remember that Valion Sorokar was not Irileth Teviss. Father had learned to play the political games of the court out of necessity, but there was a reason he was in his lair and not sitting in the throne room scheming—the same reason that he had initially tried to honor so many of the old traditions, like spending years adventuring with his harem before marrying and breeding them. 
“So, the Vorskai are telling the truth,” I said. “They do have a dragon…”
Valion’s eyes suddenly refocused. “The humans are not to be trusted,” he said, his voice like a hissing flame. 
“But you just said—”
“They will try to manipulate you. They will use your compassion against you…just as they did with him.”
I paused until the echo of his voice had faded from the cavern. “What happened to Lord Vermillion, Father?”
“I have told you the story many times.”
“You’ve told me the legend,” I corrected. “But I want the truth—all of it.”
Valion drew in a deep breath as if he were about to breathe cleansing flame, but it drained back out of him without a single puff of smoke. 
“It was twenty years ago, shortly after you were born,” he said. “I had only recently branded your mother. Tirathon and I had been friends our entire lives, not unlike you and Lord Mandar now. We were the only dragons still living in the province after your grandfather departed, as well as the last blood scions of our waning houses. At that time, neither of us had produced an heir despite a century of trying, and the Council of Wyrms was preparing to choose my successor to ensure that a dragon remained on the throne, even if he was not from our province.”
He sat back on his haunches, a movement that shook the cavern. “You’ve no idea how fortunate we are that the Vaz Gorati discovered your powers so early. It changed everything. You were only an infant, yet suddenly the future of House Sorokar was secured.”
“But not House Vermillion,” I said. 
“No,” he whispered. “Vermillion remained a fading flower, and Tirathon knew he was running out of time. He took more wives than I had in the hopes of finally producing an heir.”
“Evidently including his human concubine.”
Valion’s eyes narrowed. “She was his fourth dustborn. He had a fondness for them despite their fleeting lives. They could only serve him for a few decades at a time, but that only encouraged him to find and collar new ones when they grew stale. The Great Houses despised his…vice…but I suspect they were content to allow him to destroy himself. As Vermillion lost power and prestige, theirs only grew.”
“And you honestly didn’t know he removed her collar and got her pregnant?” I asked. 
“No,” Valion said firmly but with a hint of sadness. “Her belly was never swollen, and she was always wearing her collar in the palace.”
“You would think that someone would have considered the possibility after you’d just had a child with yours.”
“Your mother is an elf, Alamir. A drow, yes, but still one of us. It was already a scandal that he had taken them as concubines in the first place. The idea that he would share his seed with one…”
He shook his enormous head. “Looking back, it’s not hard to imagine what he was thinking. I produced my only dragon with your mother. Perhaps he believed he could do the same with a human instead of a fellow Avetharri.”
“Or he loved her,” I suggested. “Is that really so hard to believe?”
“Yes,” he said flatly. “His vice for humans was born of lust, not love.”
“Maybe not until her.”
He growled in the back of his throat. “After your birth, our relationship changed. Before, he had been my loyal Claw. But then he became…something else. Withdrawn. Reclusive. We rarely spoke. I wanted to convince him to stay here in the province to help train you after my term as Sovereign came to an end, but he refused. He never told me why.”
His lips drew back over his rows of teeth in a dragon’s grimace. “Perhaps I misread something in his motives in the years before your birth. He might have convinced himself that he would be the one who renewed his house. If he had produced a dragon first, a Vermillion could have returned to the throne for the first time in centuries.”
“But not if he had it with a human concubine,” I reasoned. “Surely he understood that the Vaz Gorati would never allow a half-human child to rule. Neither would the Empire.”
Valion stayed silent a moment, his eyes losing their focus again. “He should have understood that. But Tirathon was eager and impulsive, too quick to listen to his heart and ignore his head. He could have convinced himself of anything.”
“Sounds like someone the Vorskai could lure into an ambush,” I said. “Is that what you think happened?”
“It is what happened,” Valion said firmly. “Through his concubine, they convinced him to meet with their chieftain.”
“But to what end?” I asked. “He wasn’t the Sovereign, and at the time, we were leaving their settlements in the Droughtlands alone. There were no caravan raids, no fighting…what were they trying to discuss?”
“It doesn’t matter. The point is that Tirathon put his trust in the dustborn, and they destroyed him. It was a lesson paid for in blood…and one we cannot afford to repeat.”
My tail swept across the smooth stone floor as I thought back to what the Vorskai messenger had told me. 
“There’s another possibility,” I said. “What if he knew that his concubine’s child wouldn’t be safe here in Tel Kithas? What if he took her back to her people where they could raise the child in peace?”
Valion stood stiffly for a long moment. If he truly hadn’t known that this concubine was pregnant—and I believed that he hadn’t—then perhaps this other line of thinking had never occurred to him. 
“It doesn’t matter,” he repeated. “Either way, they betrayed him.”
“At which point you massacred everyone in the valley,” I said, not bothering to hide my disgust. “And slaughtered thousands.”
“They murdered a dragon!” Valion snarled. “For that crime, I could have exterminated every human in Abethaal. They are fortunate I showed restraint and allowed their women and young to flee into the mountains.”
“Where they could eke out an existence in squalor like orcs,” I hissed. “The Vorskai claim that they didn’t kill him. They said that an assassin from Tel Kithas murdered him, then blamed it on them.”
His eyes flared angrily. “Please tell me that my son does not believe these dustborn lies.”
“My blood priestess confirmed the messenger was telling the truth.”
“That means less than nothing!” Valion growled. “You have to be smarter than this, Alamir. A dragon’s first duty is—”
“To protect his people, I know,” I said. “And the Empire and his wives. But you’ve also taught me that what separates House Sorokar from Tynov and Lorkath and all the others is our commitment to honor, dignity, and truth. What happened to that?”
He grimaced as if I’d slipped a dagger between his golden scales. “Honor offers little comfort to the dead. And truth always surrenders to power.”
A sour taste filled my mouth. “You’re starting to sound like Mother.”
“The Vorskai killed the last Vermillion scion,” Valion said, biting out every word. “Whatever fantasy your imagination is concocting must end now.”
“You sound worried, Father. Why?”
“Because my only dragon son is too foolish and prideful to become Sovereign.” He took a thundering step forward, his silver eyes blazing again. “Because he is too much like me.”
He stared hard at me, the only sound in the cavern that of our monstrous breaths.
“The Empire has only begun to renew its trust in House Sorokar,” he said. “Abethaal has a young dragon heir about to take the throne and another to serve as his Claw. But the emperor will not tolerate more chaos, not with the humans threatening the vatari. They must be stopped.”
“I’m going to stop them,” I said firmly. “By meeting them at Dragonfall and seeing this dragon girl of theirs. If she truly is the last Vermillion scion, then we cannot ignore her. And if she isn’t…” I swallowed, tasting bile and ash. “Then you’ll get what you want. I’ll destroy them myself.”
“No,” Valion said, puffing out his golden chest. “There will be no summit. I will not allow you to repeat Tirathon’s mistake.”
I snarled. “You can’t—”
“I am Dragon Sovereign,” Valion bellowed. “Not you. Not yet. You will stay here in Tel Kithas, and I will deal with the humans.”
“By slaughtering them again?”
“I truly hope that will not be necessary. Once we’ve taken the child, they will no longer be a threat.” His eyes narrowed. “And we will…very soon.”
The sour taste in my mouth turned bitter. “What? How?”
“The Wyrmguard are searching for her, as are your mother’s spies. It is only a matter of time.”
“Until what, they kill her?”
“She will not die,” my father said. “But she cannot be allowed to remain with the humans. She will be brought here where she will be safe and protected.”
“In a Vaz Gorati dungeon?” I asked derisively. “You said yourself they’ll never accept a dustborn Wyrm Lord. So what are they going to do? Lock her away forever? Bleed her to death?”
“This is no longer your concern, my son. Go back to your chambers. Attend to your new wife.” Valion’s eyes flashed again. “And consider yourself fortunate that I am able to stop you from making the same mistake that killed my friend.”
I wanted to keep arguing. Everyone else in the province was rightly terrified of my father’s power, but I had learned to stand up to him and my mother in ways I never would have imagined as a child. Her red-eyed gaze couldn’t chill me, and his might couldn’t intimidate me. 
But I had also learned to pick my battles, and in this case, there was nothing further to be gained. I had gotten the answers I needed, and they had shown me the paths that lay ahead. All I needed to do was start moving. 
I turned and left the lair without a word, and I flew straight back to the palace. Sariss was already in my chambers when I returned, waiting patiently in the bedroom while the servants prepared a hot bath. She bounced to her feet the moment I appeared, her face alight at my presence…but then crumpling in concern when she saw my scowl.
“My lord?” she asked. “What is—”
“Are you friends with any of the priestesses at the temple in Tiralis?”
Sariss blinked. “I…I’m sorry?”
“I need to know if there’s someone there you can trust to be discreet.”
She glanced away for a moment in thought. “I…I know one of the acolytes. She’s been a friend of our family for a long time.”
“Perfect,” I said, nodding. “Then I want you to go to the temple here in the city and send her a message by calling crystal. Your friend needs to deliver it to Lathriel as soon as possible.”
“That…shouldn’t be a problem,” Sariss replied slowly, clearly still confused. “Could you not send a message on a wyvern? Or through one of the Skywatch crystals?”
“I could, but this is safer. You’ll just have to trust me.”
“Of course, my lord,” Sariss said. “What is the message?”
“I’ll write it down,” I said, striding over to the quill at my desk. I could have used a wyvern or the Skywatch, certainly, but doing so would be asking for one of my mother’s spies to intercept the message. She may not have had them spying on me all the time, but she knew me well enough to understand that I didn’t enjoy being told what to do—or what not to do. She would be waiting for me to try something. 
But even she wasn’t foolish enough to try and spy on the Vaz Gorati. And as long as I coded the message properly, no one would be the wiser when Lathriel took off in the middle of the night and delivered it to the Vorskai personally. 
Because I was going to meet them, whether my father wanted me to or not. I was going to learn the truth about what happened to the last Vermillion, and if possible, I was going to save his daughter before the Empire got its hands on her. 
The only question was whether this girl could avoid my parents’ minions long enough for me to reach her first. 




Interlude

The Flamecaller


Rasmus the Slayer had always believed that life was far too complicated—and far too messy—for there to be such a thing as a universal truth. But if anything came close, it was that starting a day with one’s balls thoroughly drained by a beautiful woman was far more enjoyable than the alternative. 
He groaned as he leaned up in bed, stretching out his arms and sore muscles. The scar on his chest seemed less angry than normal this morning, as if it had also enjoyed fucking the ever-living hell out of a gorgeous fey woman last night. As for Sabari herself, she was lying flat on her chest next to him, her black hair spilled around the lovely, olive curve of her bare back as she slept. 
Raz was tempted to smack her on the ass and wake her up, mostly to see how eager she might be to ride him again before breakfast. But he genuinely wasn’t sure if he had anything left to give her after last night. He had covered practically every inch of her immortal flesh last night, and without her friend Faradah here to clean up the mess, Sabari was going to need another dip in the bath before doing anything. 
Grinning at the mental image of the two fey girls licking each other clean, Raz slid out of the bed and started to get dressed. A thin sliver of light trickled in from a gap in the cavern ceiling, granting Sabari’s private chambers more natural illumination than any other room. Not that there was a lot to see besides all the fancy furniture Sabari had stolen from someone, occasionally with his help. Like the enchanted candelabra on the nightstand she had swiped from the Tynov estate back in Vimaldis years ago…
Raz had definitely slept later than he’d intended, though he doubted that Borkesh would be up and about if he’d gone through with his plan to hire two bath girls for the night. Raz just hoped he wouldn’t have to barge in on the big orc and get him moving like the last time they’d been here. No man ever wanted to see his best friend naked, and that was doubly true when the friend was strutting around with a green, gorm-sized cock. 
The tavern on the other side of the caves was serving breakfast for the customers who paid for a full night, and Raz had a quick plate of boiled potatoes and eggs while he surveyed the crowd. Belatedly, he realized that Sabari had distracted him so thoroughly that he’d forgotten to ask her if she knew anything about the cute redheaded half-elf who’d been in the pool last night. The girl wasn’t anywhere to be seen, either. 
Raz was still chastising himself for missing out on the opportunity when the barkeep mentioned that Borkesh was apparently awake after all. The orc had gone outside early for some reason, perhaps to try and buy something from one of the merchant caravans before they set out for the Reach. 
After scarfing down his food, Raz headed outside the caverns to see what his partner was up to—and if he’d learned anything else interesting about their Vorskai quarry overnight. The sun was so blinding that Raz had to squint for several minutes, but he still managed to find his partner two streets over. Borkesh had his arms crossed over his chest, and he seemed to be glaring at something at the edge of the settlement where the caravan wagons were usually parked. 
“You’re up early,” Raz commented as he approached.
“You slept late,” the orc countered. 
“Just means I had a more entertaining night than you did.”
“I’d be more worried about surviving this afternoon.” 
Frowning, Raz stepped up next to the orc and followed his gaze. The settlement seemed busier than normal this morning. There had to be dozens if not hundreds of people already up and about, including local merchants, traveling traders, and several groups of rough-looking human nomads. Borkesh was eyeing a commotion near the caravan camps at the fringes of the settlement, but there were too many people in the way for Raz to get a good look. 
“What’s happening?” Raz asked. “One of the raider groups try to hit a caravan before they left town or something?”
“No,” Borkesh said, his voice unusually grave. “Over there.”
Raz followed his partner’s gesture to a particular stone building in time to see five highborn warriors in resplendent golden armor appear around the corner. Even with the bustle of the crowd, he could hear their boots crunching in the ruddy dirt streets as they marched purposely toward the roughly circular plaza at the center of the settlement. 
“Zinshasa’s tits,” Raz hissed softly. “What in the bloody void is the Wyrmguard doing here?”
His hands reflexively twitched toward the scimitars at his belt. No soldier from Tel Kithas would have been welcome out here in the Droughtlands, but members of the Wyrmguard were a particularly intimidating sight. Mostly because their presence meant that someone had drawn the eye—and ire—of a dragon. The effect was more pronounced here, where their elaborate armor and enchanted glaives were such a stark contrast to the simple bone and iron weapons used by the local humans. 
“Someone came into the tavern half an hour ago waning about their approach,” Borkesh said. “I thought about waking you up and getting out of here, but then I remembered that we’re supposed to be on their payroll now.”
“Are we?” Raz asked, scowling and pulling the orc around the corner of the nearest building where their gawking wouldn’t be so obvious. 
“You said that drow was working for the Sovereign.”
“I said that’s what she told me. I also speculated that we were paid in Imperial coins, remember? Two heads of the hydra pulling in opposite directions.”
Raz’s chest tightened. After what Sabari had told him last night—that the Vorskai believed one of their sorcerers was a dragon—he was more confident than ever about his Imperial drow theory. The emperor had numerous elite forces under his command, including the Chosen and the Dal’Rethi, but he rarely deployed them to the provinces unless he had to. He loved using spies and mercenaries, however, exactly like that drow woman in the Ogre. 
Which, if Raz’s logic held, would mean that these Wyrmguard were here on behalf of the local Sovereign, and they didn’t have any idea that the Empire had hired the Dragon Slayer to do its dirty work. It also meant that the drow’s offer of “clemency” was bullshit, and Raz and Borkesh should expect the usual amount of trouble once these provincial soldiers realized who they were. 
And what they had done. 
“Perhaps we should make a discreet exit,” Borkesh suggested. “The crowd’s thick enough we should be able to get to our thresk and ride out of here without too much trouble.”
Raz grit his teeth. Leaving would be the smart move, but his curiosity wasn’t going to let him go anywhere, not until he knew more about what was going on. Besides, the soldiers weren’t here for the Dragon Slayer and his partner; on the contrary, one of the Wyrmguard appeared to be holding a memory crystal upturned in his palm. Floating above that crystal was a small but detailed illusory projection of a person. 
“How many drakada do you want to bet that’s an image of the girl we’re supposed to be hunting?” Borkesh asked. 
“How many do you have?” 
“After last night, none. Those girls earned every drake, believe me.”
Raz grunted. The commotion was still at least thirty yards away, too far to make out any details from the projection or hear the soldiers’ voices over the waterfall. He wouldn’t have been surprised if the locals were more stunned by the appearance of the Sovereign’s minions than the memory crystal. Out here in the Droughtlands, wanted posters were typically little more than rough charcoal sketches on parchment with some additional description. But as with most things, the Avetharri lived in a completely different reality, one defined by abundance rather than scarcity. 
“Well, then they’re out of luck,” Borkesh said. “Because the Vorskai aren’t anywhere near here.”
Frowning, Raz leaned all the way back around the corner to hide behind the edge of the building. “You hear something last night?”
“One of the girls said she heard that the Vorskai had moved all the way back to their old valley on the other side of the Godsworn Rise.”
“And you believe her?”
Borkesh shrugged. “She seemed fairly certain.”
“I’m surprised you even gave her the chance to talk.”
“I like to cuddle.”
“Mm,” Raz mumbled as he peered back around the corner. The Wyrmguard soldiers hadn’t moved much, but he could definitely hear shouting now. “I’m going to take a closer look.”
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Borkesh asked. “What am I saying? Of course you aren’t. You never are.”
“If you want to collect this bounty, we need information,” Raz reminded him. “It would also be nice to confirm that the Empire and the locals aren’t cooperating.”
The orc groaned. “And if they decide that bringing back the head of the Sorekûl Drakath would be a fine consolation prize for their master?”
“Then I’ll die a little faster than I would otherwise,” Raz muttered. “Just make sure you beat the local looters to my corpse. The gold is in the right pocket.”
Pulling up the hood of his cloak to conceal his face, he turned the corner and began maneuvering through the busy street, doing his best to remain unassuming while trying to get close enough to see what was going on. The Wyrmguard were starting to draw a crowd…and from the looks of it, the locals weren’t being particularly cooperative. 
The five soldiers were standing in the main plaza where three open streets consolidated into a single intersection with a well at the center. The locals had formed a loose circle several people deep, many of whom appeared to be yelling at the Wyrmguard soldiers. Raz was surprised they were being so brave. Threatening the Sovereign’s personal guardians seemed like a great way to end up on the tip of a glaive or disintegrated by a blast of arcane magic. 
Raz shuffled behind the newly abandoned stall of a fruit seller, then paused. The Wyrmguard leader appeared to be berating a particular group of tan-skinned humans clad in loose white robes—probably one of the nomadic tribes who roamed the Droughtlands, by the looks of it—which was what had summoned the crowd. Raz still couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he did finally get a better look at the projection. 
Unsurprisingly, it was indeed a female wearing typical tribal leathers of a Vorskai warrior. While it was impossible to make out any detailed facial features at this distance, Raz’s attention was instantly drawn to the shoulder-length shock of red hair atop her head. Hair that, when dry and tousled by the wind, could easily conceal a pair of pointed ears and make her appear human. But if that hair were straight—say, after a soothing dip in the cavern bathing pools…
“Son of a bitch,” Raz hissed, his mind flashing back to the beautiful girl whose pool he’d stolen last night. He’d been standing five feet away from his quarry and hadn’t even realized it. 
“What’s the problem?”
Raz turned to see Borkesh slinking up behind him. At least, insofar as the orc was capable of slinking.
“Let’s just say your bath girl was off the mark,” Raz said, trying to keep his voice low but still audible. 
“How do you know that?” the orc asked. His red eyes narrowed at the crowd as the shouting match between the Wyrmguard and the humans intensified. 
“Because our quarry was here,” Raz said. “Last night.” 
Borkesh blinked. “You saw her?”
“Yes, in the caverns.”
“And you didn’t do anything?”
“I didn’t know it was her at the time,” Raz said grouchily, though he was mostly annoyed at himself. 
“A human female with tribal markings didn’t give it away?”
“She didn’t have any obvious markings. And she’s not human—she’s a half-blood.”
“Interesting,” the orc said, his annoyance evaporating. “Did the drow who hired us know that?”
“Impossible to say,” Raz muttered. “But our girl could have left town last night for all we know. Let’s get back to our mounts and—”
He was cut off by a buzzing crack. Raz whipped his head around in time to see several members of the gathering crowd scream and bolt away from the commotion. Without their bodies in the way, he had a much clearer view of the Wyrmguard, and he saw what the fuss was about. Their leader was holding a brilliant blue-purple whip made of pure arcane energy, which he had coiled around one of the white-robed human nomads to hold the man in place for an impromptu interrogation. From the nomad’s cries of pain, it wasn’t going to be a pleasant experience for him. 
His other white-robed friends weren’t happy about it—they were shouting in a language Raz didn’t understand, but the rest of the Wyrmguard soldiers were holding them at bay with the tips of their wickedly sharp glaives. The volume of the actual crowd had greatly diminished as more of the locals started to realize that confronting armed Avetharri soldiers in nearly impenetrable armor was more dangerous than wandering into a gorm breeding mound. 
“That’s our cue,” Borkesh said. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”
Raz’s jaw clenched. He didn’t want to end up as a Wyrmguard trophy, but watching the human nomad writhe in pain was making his finger itch for his swords. There was nothing in this world Raz hated more than waking up randy and alone on a cold winter morning, but thugs with big weapons tormenting other people was a close second. 
“I know that look,” Borkesh groaned. 
“What look?” Raz asked innocently. 
“The one where you’re planning on doing something stupid.”
“Sometimes it’s worth being a little stupid. And they’re clearly looking for a fight.”
“Not with us,” Borkesh said. “Come on, let’s—”
“Meesh’ta kalak!” 
A woman’s voice rang out across the plaza, drawing everyone’s attention to the rooftops. And there, standing atop one of the squat stone buildings behind the Wyrmguard soldiers, was the redheaded Vorskai girl he’d seen last night, only this time she wasn’t naked. She was clad in a light leather bodice adorned with an impressive collection of bones, presumably from creatures she had hunted in the Droughtlands. 
Her green eyes were as piercing as they’d been in the caverns, though they were now covered in a band of white warpaint. The sword Raz had seen her carrying last night was slung across her back, and even from here, he could tell that the blade was finely crafted. And not merely steel, but pure moonsilver. 
Meaning that it had been crafted by Avetharri artisans. And that she had probably killed one of them to get it. 
“What in Kalhabek’s name does she think she’s doing?” Borkesh stammered. “Committing suicide?”
Raz grimaced as the Wyrmguard captain uncoiled his arcane whip from the hapless nomad and pointed at the girl on the rooftop behind them. One of his soldiers swiveled his glaive upward, as if waiting for his quarry to dive on top of him and skewer herself. Two of his friends set down their polearms and drew their crossbows instead, while the fourth raised a hand as if preparing himself to channel a spell. 
Yet the girl didn’t seem the least bit concerned about the soldiers or their crossbows or the fact she was outnumbered five to one. She just glared down at them, her teeth bared like a feral beast. 
“Sen forok, koresh dora kai!” she shouted, again in a strange human tongue Raz couldn’t translate. But the Wyrmguard captain apparently understood her fine. 
“Dustborn wretch!” he spat. “You’re fortunate my lord wants you alive.”
He pointed toward the soldier with his hand extended, and the man immediately conjured another whip of arcane energy like the one they had used to subdue the nomads. 
Raz’s breath caught in his throat when the Wyrmguard sorcerer lifted his hand and prepared to lash the girl to immobilize her. But a split second before the arcane whip unfurled, his entire body went rigid…and a loud, sizzling hiss carried halfway across the plaza. 
It took another moment before Raz realized what was happening: the Wyrmguard’s golden armor had begun to glow orange as if it had been dipped in the heat of a forge. The soldier shrieked in agony, the arcane energy dissipating from his hand as he clawed at his molten breastplate in a desperate attempt to peel it off his body before it cooked him alive. 
The Wyrmguard captain swore. “Get her!”
But the Vorskai girl was already moving. Balling her empty right hand into a fist, she made a downward punching motion as if she were trying to strike the roof she was standing on. A roaring jet of flame exploded from her knuckles, propelling her entire body upward as if she had launched herself from a catapult. A cloud of black smoke coiled around her as she soared across the plaza, concealing her exact position even as the Wyrmguard soldiers abandoned their attempts to capture her and fired their crossbows instead. 
Raz had seen plenty of crazy shit over the past few years, including his share of sorcerous marvels from the elemental channelers who lived on the fringes of the province. But he had never seen anyone melt a man’s armor while he was still wearing it, nor fly through the air without wings. 
And apparently, this girl was only getting started. 
No sooner did the bolts shoot past her than the girl made another punching motion with her right hand. This time a fireball launched from her knuckles, and it struck the Wyrmguard soldiers dead-on.
Any other group of soldiers would have been roasted as surely as if a dragon had strafed past and melted them with its fiery breath, but these men were the Sovereign’s personal guardians for a reason. The Wyrmguard captain thrust out his hands and conjured a dome of protective energy over his squad an instant before the fireball engulfed them. The flames splashed over the sphere, igniting several nearby crates at the side of the street, but the barrier held. The crowd of onlookers, finally realizing how much danger they were in, scurried away as fast as their legs could carry them. 
Amidst the chaos of the roaring explosion, the Vorskai girl landed on her target rooftop ten yards from the Wyrmguard and about the same distance from where Raz and Borkesh were crouched behind their empty merchant stall. 
“Well,” Borkesh said softly, his red eyes wide. “I think we found out why they want her so badly.”
Raz nodded as the crowds fled past them. But he and his partner remained still, a pair of stubborn fence posts standing defiantly against an incoming storm. They were far enough to the side that he wasn’t worried about getting caught in the crossfire, though even they had been, there was no way in the name of the Pale he planned on leaving now, not when his quarry was standing right there. 
The rumor Sabari had passed onto him last night was back at the forefront of his mind. This girl clearly wasn’t merely a random sorcerer born into one of the human tribes. She couldn’t have been much more than eighteen or nineteen years old, yet her command of fire magic rivaled or eclipsed that of the Valturan Flamecallers of the far east. Such a feat seemed impossible…
Unless, of course, she had the blood of a dragon. 
As that thought burned through his mind, the girl unleashed another fireball at the Wyrmguard soldiers, pummeling their arcane barrier. The Wyrmguard captain cried out in strain, but unfortunately for her, his soldiers were professional enough to stand their ground and trust in their leader’s barrier rather than scatter from the blast and make themselves easy targets. They had reloaded their crossbows by the time the flames dissipated, and they promptly fired another salvo. 
But the girl was nimble, too. As she twisted her body away from the incoming bolts, she thrust out her free hand and unleashed another roaring jet of flame—not at the ground to propel her upward, but straight at the commander’s arcane barrier. 
The focused attack put more pressure on a single point of the protective spell, forcing the captain to collapse the dome into a personal barrier or risk the flames piercing through. But the contracted shield held while his men reloaded, and when no more fire was forthcoming, it seemed like the flamecaller was finally out of tricks. Raz held his breath, hand dropping to his own crossbow when his instincts told him he needed to intervene…
But then the roaring jet of flame coiled around the Wyrmguard captain like a fiery whip, and his barrier retracted until it was little more than a shimmering sheen over his armor. He cried out, first in strain and then with panic—
And then he exploded. 
Of all the shocking and grotesque things Raz had witnessed during his time as a mercenary, watching a man spontaneously combust inside his own armor was perhaps the most disturbing, and definitely not something he was eager to repeat. A shower of flaming flesh and boiling blood rained down over the remaining Wyrmguard even as the now-empty suit of their captain’s armor clattered to the ground at their feet. 
“Ukex,” Borkesh swore. “Who is this female?”
“I don’t know,” Raz whispered. “But we need to find out.”
With the arcane barrier down, the Vorskai girl promptly unleashed another fireball. But the Wyrmguard still weren’t beaten—the three survivors scattered to opposite sides of the plaza, narrowly avoiding the fiery detonation as it consumed the well. One of them ended up beneath the building she was using as a perch, and for an instant, Raz wondered why she didn’t immediately rush to the edge and fry him with another gout of flame. 
But then he saw the strain on her face and the veins beginning to appear beneath her arms and neck as the Aether took its toll on her body. For all its power, magic was poison to mortal flesh, and Aetheric backlash—the Flensing—could kill a sorceress who pushed herself too hard in such a short period of time. 
Still, the girl wasn’t out of tricks yet. She unclipped the sword from her back, and the moment she was holding it in both hands, the moonsilver blade burst into flames. Then, with a fierce battle cry, she dove off the rooftop to engage the Wyrmguard soldier in melee. 
Caught without his glaive, the Avetharri man reached for the short backup sword on his scabbard and drew it just in time to defend himself from the woman now trying to hack him to pieces. The two of them became little more than blurs of motion amidst the swirls of black smoke, visible only thanks to the glow of her flaming sword. 
The girl obviously knew how to handle a blade, even one that seemed too large for her frame. Her footwork was quick and precise, and engaging the soldier so close was deterring his friends from firing their crossbows at her lest they hit their own man. 
But that wouldn’t last forever. One of the other Wyrmguard—the one closest to Raz and Borkesh about a dozen paces away—had dropped his crossbow and conjured his own arcane whip instead. The moment the flamecaller cut down her opponent, he would have a clear shot…and while fire magic may have been the most overly destructive of the elemental disciplines, it wouldn’t help her one bit against an arcane blast or a crossbow bolt. 
In that moment, Raz made his decision. His hands flashed down to his scabbards and drew his double blades. 
“What do you think you’re doing?” Borkesh asked, reaching out to snatch his partner’s wrist. 
“We need to help her.”
“Why?”
It was a good question. And one Raz didn’t have an answer for. 
All the better, then, that he didn’t stick around to respond. 
He stormed toward the nearest Wyrmguard soldier, blades out and at the ready. The other man was crouched on a knee with the spell crackling in his hands, and he was so focused on the frantic melee across the plaza that Raz could have cut him down before he even realized he was under attack. 
Instead, Raz came to a halt a few feet away, blades crossed defensively in front of him. “I’d cut your losses and get out of here if I were you,” he said. “Though you might need to run all the way to Rivani to escape the embarrassment of getting thrashed by one little dustborn girl.”
The Wyrmguard turned, his heated scowl barely visible through the open cross of his golden helmet. He didn’t bother replying or pausing to see who could possibly be so brazen as to taunt a Wyrmguard. He just swung his right hand around and unleashed the barrage of arcane energy he’d been holding straight into Raz’s chest. 
Which was exactly what the Sorekûl Drakath had been counting on. 
Raz’s ravenous scar devoured the magic the moment it struck his torso, and a wave of power surged through his body more intensely than if he’d grabbed his necklace and drained power from the vatari crystal. This magic was fresh. Pure.
And invigorating. 
The Wyrmguard never had a chance to realize the gravity of his mistake. With a single sweep of his scimitar, Raz liberated the man’s head from his shoulders. The second soldier, crouched across the street with his crossbow, called out a warning as he turned and fired his weapon, but Raz was far enough away that his enhanced speed allowed him to pivot on a heel and dodge the bolt. 
The soldier would never have the time to reload, and he knew it. Diving for his dropped glaive, he managed to scoop it up just as Raz reached him. He took a wild swipe at the incoming Slayer to try and fend off the charge, but Raz was simply too strong and too fast for any mere soldier, even the Sovereign’s supposed elite. He slammed his shoulder into the Wyrmguard’s breastplate, throwing the other man halfway across the street until he smashed into and then through thin stone wall of a building. A shower of bricks and dust soon joined the rising clouds of black smoke filling the street, and Raz turned back to look at the Vorskai flamecaller. 
He expected her to still be locked in a life-or-death duel with the Wyrmguard she’d been fighting, but despite the fact he was still trying to kill her, she wasn’t even looking at him. Her attention was completely focused on Raz. 
“Sorekûl Drakath.”
Raz could barely hear her voice from this distance over the shouting and crackling flames, but he saw her lips mouth the words as her green eyes bored him. Her body had gone so slack it seemed like she was about to lose her grip on her flaming blade. 
It wasn’t the wide-eyed visage of terror he was used to whenever someone saw his strange powers in action for the first time. This was different. The girl wasn’t afraid. It looked more like awe. 
Or reverence. 
But whatever it was, her hesitation was about to get her killed. The Wyrmguard soldier thrust his blade toward his distracted target—
And then shrieked as a massive ax emerged from the black clouds and split his skull open like a rotten tree stump. The nauseating shower of gore was mercifully short-lived, as Borkesh promptly lifted the corpse and hurled it into a pile of flaming debris on the side of the street. The Vorskai girl leapt back as if startled out of a trance, her sword back at the ready. 
“I wouldn’t,” Borkesh warned, a steady stream of blood dripping from the keen edge of his weapon. 
Raz hadn’t realized his legs were moving, but he was suddenly standing right between them amidst the splatters of blood and rising columns of smoke. There was almost no one else around—they had all scattered across the settlement or into the cavern. 
“He’s with me,” Raz said, the energy still pulsing through his scar. Standing this close to her, he could actually feel the magic radiating off her as if she were a living flame. It was unlike anything he had ever felt before.
And by the gods, it was making his scar hungry. 
The girl swallowed heavily, her chest heaving with fatigued breaths, as her eyes left the orc and returned to Raz. 
“Sorekûl Drakath,” she rasped. “It is you, after all.” 
Borkesh scoffed in disgust. “Why do you get all the admirers? I’m the one who saved her life!”
“The Mosh’Dalar prophesized that you would be here,” the girl said. “And that you would be ready to aid us in our fight against the Dragon Sovereign.”
Raz opened his mouth, but there were so many questions vying for control of his voice that none of them managed to come out. 
“The mosh what?” Borkesh asked, unburdened by the same hesitation.
“Our chieftain,” the girl said, eyes never leaving Raz. “He sent me here to find the Sorekûl Drakath and bring you back to our tribe.”
The orc shook his head. “Well, too bad for him, because we’ll be taking you in the opposite direction. Unless your people want to pay us more than the ones offering a fortune to bring you to Sethuil.”
The girl looked at the orc as if noticing him for the first time. “What?”
“Not here,” Raz said, finally rediscovering his voice. Beyond the smoke rising from the plaza, he could see the silhouettes of the locals moving forward to investigate now that the battle appeared to be over. “We should get moving in case there are others nearby.”
Borkesh shot him a look. “And leave this mess on Sabari’s doorstep?”
“I’ll make it up to her later,” Raz said, turning back to the girl. “Do you have a mount at the stable?”
For a long moment, the girl remained still and silent, as if trying to convince herself that the Dragon Slayer was real. From his perspective, any lingering doubts he’d been harboring about her identity vanished now that he was standing this close to her. This was definitely the same girl he’d seen last night, only with more leather and fire and warpaint. Somehow, her half-blooded body was almost more alluring splattered with gore, sand, and sweat. 
“Yes, I do,” she said, the red-hot blade of her sword extinguishing as she lowered the weapon. “The tribe is not far.”
“Good,” Raz said. “Then let’s get some distance between us and this mess. And on the way, maybe you can tell us why the Dragon Sovereign wants you so badly.”
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The Concubine


I was wide awake long after I’d finished making love to Sariss. She had been sleeping peacefully next to me for hours now, her left leg and much of her golden hair spilling over my abdomen. I could feel the petals of her sex pressed against my hip, keeping my release inside her while she slumbered. 
We’d taken a different, gentler tone tonight. Rather than attacking each other in a lustful frenzy as soon as we entered the bedroom, we’d leisurely acquainted ourselves with each other’s body. Her lips and hands had roamed the light gray skin of my muscular arms, chest, and legs. I explored the full, perky shape of her breasts, the flare of her hips, and the firmness of her ass. Our kisses and caresses had grown hungrier as we showed our appreciation, right up until our desire burst its banks at last. 
Slipping inside her clinging warmth for that first thrust had been wonderful. Feeling her body tighten, her cries of joy ringing in my ear every time I spilled during the passionate coupling that followed, had been pure bliss. 
I had no idea how long I’d been lying there debating whether I should take her again, but I’d dragged my fingers and back and forth over her smooth thighs a hundred times by now. 
The moon was particularly bright tonight. The thin rays filtering in through the windows dappled the entire bedchamber in an ethereal white-blue light. The effect was quite soothing, especially the way it made the rounded curves of her naked body seem to glow. 
And yet here I was, unwilling to close my eyes and unable to fall asleep.
It was the second night since I had passed the message to Lathriel, which meant that if things had gone the way I’d hoped, the Vorskai would have received my answer. And in two more nights, I would be leaving Tel Kithas to meet with their chieftain and the dragon girl they wanted me to marry.
As for what would come of that meeting, I genuinely had no idea. I had been trying to keep myself from wasting time wondering if the barbarian sorcerers could be right about the end of the Blood Drought, but the thought stayed in my head no matter how hard I tried to push it down. And the mental debate had only further convinced me that I was doing the right thing. 
One way or another, I needed to know if this girl carried Vermillion blood. And if she did…
Sighing, I slid out from beneath Sariss as gently as I could, hoping I wouldn’t wake her. She barely stirred, thankfully, even when I shifted her leg off my waist, and her soft coos almost convinced me to mount her again. If she was so intent on earning a mouthful of seed every morning, it seemed only fair for me to treat her womb to an extra helping every night as well.
But the urge passed when I saw how peaceful she looked, especially when she rolled over and tucked herself into a ball. My imperious priestess, terrifying when she was giving commands, irresistible when she was on her knees, and adorable as hell when she was sleeping like a babe. 
Grinning, I slid off the bed, fetched my robe from the nightstand, and set out for a walk through the palace. 
The Wyrmguard soldiers scattered throughout the royal wing were accustomed to my occasional midnight walks, though most of the time I took to the skies when I couldn’t sleep. Shapeshifting was quite draining, after all, as was flying in general. Few activities could tire me out as quickly. 
But it was my mind, not my body, that needed settling right now. So instead of heading to the aviary, I made my way to the royal library instead. I didn’t expect to find any quick, convenient answers in books—life was rarely that simple—but I usually found it easier to think in their presence. They had a soothing aura about them, as if the weight of history were a blanket I could crawl under for warmth. 
There weren’t any guards near the library, especially at this hour, and I quietly opened the polished wooden door and stepped inside. It remained dimly lit at all hours, thanks to the glowing display cases containing illusory projections of ancient weapons, relics, and other various implements of history that warranted their own dedicated section. The royal library was as much a museum as a repository of tomes, which set it apart from the numerous larger libraries in the city, including those in each of the Seven Spires. 
None of those collections were as tightly curated as this one, however. The palace library wasn’t a place for research or study, but rather a collection of history of the Great Houses and the Wyrm Lords who had ruled Abethaal since its founding over five millennia ago. Every single one of my father’s predecessors—over fifty men and a few women—had at least one shelf dedicated to their rule.
A hundred years from now, when my term finished and I was sent off to join the Elder Dragons, Sariss would be responsible for assembling a collection in my honor. My philosophy, my achievements, my collected wisdom…it would all be there for the next generation. 
Assuming there was a next generation. In the era of the Drought, that was no longer a guarantee. 
When I’d been younger, my mother had insisted that I read most of the tomes on my recent predecessors, especially my grandfather. I obeyed mostly out of curiosity. More often than not, I found my way to the more colorful collections involving Wyrm Lords and their adventuring harems from ancient days. 
It was impossible to know how many of the tales were true or not, but I’d never really worried about it as long as they were entertaining. There was just something romantic about the idea of a man and his first wives traveling the world together long before the burden of power was thrust upon them. 
I sought wisdom today, not fiction, though I had no particular idea where to look first. For lack of a better alternative, I started with the illusory displays, since they changed to feature new pieces every so often. The case to my right contained an image of Sabon Nyr, the large, finely crafted sword from the first age of the Empire that had been wielded by Raythe Vermillion in his famous battle against Sarodihm assassins.
That story had been one of my favorites as a child, partially because he was such a legendary duelist and partially because of his enemies. The Sarodihm were still around today, but they hadn’t been more than a minor inconvenience to the Empire in many centuries. As worshipers of the Old Gods, they saw the Wyrm Lords as the villains of history who had cut off mortals from their deities and plunged the world into darkness. It was such an outlandish point of view I couldn’t help but be fascinated that people still held on to it after thousands of years of peace and prosperity. 
The other current displays were far less compelling, and I was about to head toward the shelves across the room when my eyes flicked across the final display—
And stopped. The projection in this case was Gûl Dagnir, the dagger the same Sarodihm assassins had used to neutralize Raythe Vermillion’s shapeshifting abilities to force him to fight blade-to-blade. The handle was made of pure ivory, and the blade was constructed entirely of vatari crystal rather than steel or moonsilver. The result was a weapon that could penetrate any magical barrier and even the scales of a dragon…but was so brittle it was effectively useless in any other form of combat. The real thing had probably shattered with its first and only strike.
I took a deep breath as I studied the illusion. Perhaps the most disturbing part of it was the eerie green glow. In its natural form, vatari was blue, but if exposed to the dark energies of the Pale—either through shadow magic or contact with demonic blood—the crystal changed color. And in that rarified form, vatari went from a substance that could absorb trace amounts of magic to a substance that actively hungered for it.
Forging such a weapon would require both an extraordinarily talented artificer and a Palerending warlock willing to commune with the twisted demonic entities lurking behind the Veil. There had long been rumors about the Vorskai forging such a weapon to slay Tirathon Vermillion at Dragonfall fourteen years ago. It seemed preposterous—the barbarians could make pacts with demons easily enough, but they simply didn’t have the proper skill with artifice to create the actual weapon. 
Other rumors suggested that Lord Tirathon’s concubine had stolen an uncorrupted vatari weapon from the palace armory. It seemed like a slightly more plausible explanation, all things considered, though still far-fetched. In addition to the numerous guards, the vault was sealed by blood magic. Only those attuned to the lock could open it. At the very least, she would have needed an accomplice to perform such a feat of legerdemain.
I was still lost in thought staring at the dagger when my ears suddenly perked up at the sound of footsteps outside the library door. The noise was so faint I had to hold my breath to make sure I wasn’t imagining it, but if my mother had taught me anything, it was to always be aware of my surroundings. I turned, wondering who in Lahara’s name could possibly be down here tonight—
“My lord!” Karethys gasped, jumping in place the instant she opened the door. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize—”
“It’s fine,” I soothed, chuckling. “Come on in.”
She hesitated for a fraction of a second, as if she were worried she’d done something wrong and needed to flee my presence. But then the authority of my words must have sunk in, for she passed through the door and shut it behind her.
“What are you doing up at this hour?” I asked. 
“I…I was having trouble sleeping, my lord,” she said, gliding toward me on her bare feet. As usual, she was clad in little more than black lingerie with a sheer skirt caressing her legs. 
“Ah.” I flashed her a lopsided smile. “That makes me remember how often we used to sneak in here to read at night.”
Karethys smiled sheepishly. “Yes. It has been a long time.”
“Too long,” I said, searching my memory. Probably at least a year, perhaps a year and a half. I had been less busy in those days, but my idle time had dwindled as my coronation drew closer. The prospect of sitting and reading for hours on end was oddly difficult to contemplate now. And I hadn’t realized how much I had missed it. 
“Were you searching for a particular volume, my lord?” Karethys asked. “If so, I would be happy to find it for you.”
“No, I wasn’t looking for anything specific. I was just having the same problem as you—I can’t seem to sleep.”
Her brow creased. “Please forgive me if I speak out of place, my lord, but you have never had such difficulties before.”
“Not often, no.”
“Is the First Wife not properly satisfying your needs?”
I blinked. It was an innocent question, spoken with complete earnestness and concern. And yet if Sariss had heard her ask it…
Oh, dear.
“She is satisfying me quite well,” I said, trying not to chuckle. “I just have a lot on my mind these days, is all. I thought a walk might help.”
Her cheeks purpled in a blush. “Of course, my lord. I meant no disrespect to the skills of the First Wife.” 
“I know you didn’t,” I said, reaching out to take her arm and pull her closer. It didn’t take much; the slightest pressure made her move within a few inches of me, partially because she was so light on her feet but mostly because it was where she wanted to be. “But you do bring up a good point.”
“My lord?” she asked, violet eyes looking up at me curiously. 
“I haven’t paid enough attention to you recently,” I told her, sliding my fingers up along the smooth skin of her arm to cradle her shoulder. “I’m sorry for that.”
Her throat bobbed. “My lord never needs to apologize,” she whispered. “He has no obligation to—”
“It’s not about an obligation,” I interrupted, taking her chin when she tried to look away, forcing her to face me. “It’s about desire.”
Karethys smiled. “My lord honors me with his touch. And his attention.”
Looking down at her, enraptured by her pretty face and warm, loving expression, I was tempted to take her right here on the floor of the library. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d done so, nor hopefully the last. Her body was mine to do with as I pleased. 
But then her eyes flicked behind me to the display cases, and I glanced over my shoulder to the dagger again. 
“I was pondering historical events,” I explained, allowing my fingers to slide from her face as I pivoted to look at the illusory display. “Searching for inspiration, I suppose.”
“From Dragonfall?” she asked. 
“Among others,” I said evasively, knowing I shouldn’t discuss any of this with her. Not because I didn’t trust her, but because it would put her in an awkward position, possibly even a dangerous one depending on what happened in the next few days. The less she knew, the better for both of us. 
“It is a great tragedy to lose a dragon,” Karethys whispered, eyes lost in the corrupted blade. “There are so few now…”
“And the Empire is much weaker for it,” I agreed. “It wasn’t just the death of a dragon—it was the end of a Great House. Though I suppose one could argue that Vermillion died a long time ago. The body had been withering away for centuries.”
I paused, wondering if I could apply that same logic to my own family. House Sorokar, once one of the strongest in the Empire, had also been reduced to a pale shadow of itself over the past few centuries. If I hadn’t been born, we would have lost control of the very province we had founded. 
My father would still have served on the Council of the Wyrms, of course, and his father was still alive on the Council as well. But the Elder Dragons were so distanced from the day-to-day happenings of the Empire that it almost felt as if they had walked through a rift into the Pale and disappeared. 
I had hundreds of other relatives out there, including dozens of half-siblings sired by my father. I’d only met a few of them; most lived in the other provinces, having been married away as part of political arrangements. My father had gone many decades without having a child before me, and as a result, I knew little about his original wives or their children. The speed with which history forgot the unblooded was almost beyond belief. 
“I’m surprised to hear you express sorrow,” I said into the pause. “House Teviss and House Vermillion had a long history of disagreement. And your elders gave you to me.”
Karethys looked confused. “But I wanted to serve you, my lord. It is a great honor. And, well…”
“Go on,” I prompted. 
“You are half-drow, my lord,” she said. “The first who will become Sovereign. You are one of us.”
It was not a sentiment I’d ever heard her express before. And I wasn’t sure how to take it. 
“Teviss is one of the few drow houses that remained after the exodus to Sulinor,” I mused. “I wonder if I’d be welcome underground after I’m Sovereign? Imagine how impressed the emperor would be if I could bring them back into the fold.”
“I doubt anyone could bring them back. The Matriarchs want nothing to do with the Empire.”
I frowned. For a few heartbeats, her expression shifted almost imperceptibly, as if she were looking far away. Even her voice seemed different somehow.
But then her eyes returned to mine, and her smile renewed.
“But if anyone could convince them, it is you, my lord.” 
“Maybe,” I murmured, wondering if I should ask what she was thinking. But before I could speak, she turned to the nearest reading table. Her skirt swirled with the motion of her hips, drawing focus to the appealing shape of her ass, cradled tightly by a mere triangle of black lace.
“Are you certain I cannot find you a book to read?” Karethys asked. 
“I’m fine,” I said, an old memory surfacing in my mind when I looked at the chairs surrounding the table. “Do you remember the day Mother caught us in here reading in the middle of the night?”
“Yes. The Dragon Mother was…displeased.”
“You were supposed to be teaching me other lessons in my bedchamber,” I said. “But if I recall, we covered those later that night as well.”
Her breath quickened. “Yes, we did.”
Gently touching her arm, I guided her over to the edge of the table. The red cushions in the chairs were some of the most comfortable in the entire palace, but rather than sitting down, I shifted directly behind her and let my hands slide around her waist. The floral scent of her hair—agilean lilacs from here in the Cradle, if I wasn’t mistaken—wafted up to greet my nose. 
“Do you recall what we did first?” I asked. 
“M-my lord?” she faltered when my fingers settled upon her bare belly. I could feel the wave of goosebumps trail across her flesh at her dragon’s touch as I teasingly drew circles around her flat, toned navel.
“Tell me what happened,” I said, lowering my head and allowing my lips to graze the tip of her pointed ear. 
Her breath stuttered. “My lord required relief. I performed my duty.”
“No, no,” I scolded her, tightening my grip on her stomach to pull her hard enough against me until I knew she could feel my swelling manhood pressing against the small of her back. “Be specific.”
“I…I crawled beneath the table,” Karethys said, melting into me. “And took my lord into my mouth, where he granted me the gift of his seed.”
“Very quickly, if I recall,” I said, chuckling. “Then what happened?”
“Then…then my lord took me.” 
“How?”
“From behind. Over this table.”
“And would you like your dragon to take you like that again right now?” 
Her entire body shuddered. “More than anything…”
Growling deep in the back of my throat, I slid my fingers up across her stomach to her lacy black bra. It was clasped in the front and back to allow her Wyrm Lord to easily remove it at his slightest whim. My hands immediately cupped her full breasts when it fell to the floor, and she moaned in delight when I tenderly kneaded her dark nipples beneath my fingers. 
When House Teviss had first given Karethys to me, I had spent countless hours fondling, licking, and eventually fucking these flawless gray breasts of hers. Squeezing them now, feeling the nubile, tender flesh yield to my fingers, I yearned to wedge my cock between them. It had been a long while, and my concubine was never more beautiful than when she was wearing her dragon’s seed upon her neck and lips. 
But I wanted to be inside her. Just as importantly, she needed me to be inside her. And I was far too randy to wait any longer.
Sliding my hands up to her shoulders, I pushed her forward until she was properly bent over the table with her face pressed sideways against the smooth wood and her ass arched in the air. Her sheer skirt unclipped as easily as her bra, and I could have readily slid her panties down her slender legs as well. But I was too impatient to wait even that long, so I simply ripped them apart instead, prompting an eager gasp from her lips. 
I suddenly wished I’d been using my glamour stone instead of real trousers so I could get inside her as fast as possible. My fingers worked as quickly as they could at my belt, and my cock burst free the instant my trousers were open. I pressed the throbbing tip against her hot, slick folds and almost thrust inside her. 
But when I looked down at her eager face and trembling body, I stopped myself short. I could take her as a man, but that wasn’t what she’d asked for. 
Or what she truly wanted. 
Taking a half step backward, my cock throbbing in protest at being denied her velvety depths, I ignited my dragon blood. My trousers, already on the floor, survived my sudden growth into a dragon knight. My shirt did not. 
But as the scraps joined her ruined panties, I stepped up behind her again. This time, though, my cock was half again the size. Most women would have flinched at the sight or just panicked altogether. But I knew Karethys could take it. 
In fact, this was how she preferred it. 
“My lord…” she whimpered, biting down on her lip and gripping the edges of the table to brace herself. Her entrance petaled open more, the hint of glistening pink between her labia inviting me in. “Please…” 
Nestling the swollen head back against her silky, waiting gray folds, I pushed inside. 
My sharp intake of breath matched her gasp as the squeeze began. 
It was a tight fit, there was no doubt about it. Even as slick as Karethys was, I still felt my dragon cock stretching her drow cunt to its limit. I’d only penetrated a few inches, yet her walls were like a velvet fist. It almost didn’t seem possible, let alone pleasurable, for her to widen enough to take me. But her violet eyes rolled back as I delved deeper, her passage clutching, straining, and she bit down on her lip to muffle her delighted cries.
The first time I’d taken her in my hybrid form, I had felt like a monster who had emerged from his cave to ravage a poor girl in the countryside. But the role of a concubine was to teach, and the role of a Wyrm Lord was to learn. And so we had experimented over and over until she’d not only become accustomed to my girth, but yearned for it. 
I gave her every turgid inch, keeping my hand planted firmly on her back for support as I hilted myself inside her. The eager embrace of her carnal walls was almost too much. So warm, so soft, so familiar. I didn’t stop until my scaly hips met her creamy thighs, closing my eyes to savor the sensation of my swollen tip nestled snugly against the welcoming cove of her cervix. 
And when I finally pulled back and began to thrust into her, the crushing grip combined with her delighted whimpers were like kindling to my flame. Somehow, it didn’t matter that I’d already spent inside Sariss several times this evening. I was as hard as ever, and I knew I could push myself to explode at a moment’s notice. 
Karethys wanted it. I wanted it. And it would be so easy to just let go. 
But as I pounded into her, each thrust harder and rougher than the last, I belatedly realized how much I had missed this. Missed her. My father had warned me that adding more women to my life would eventually make each less important, which I’d realized was his way of expressing his regret at taking so many extra wives in the desperate hope of conceiving a dragon. 
I wasn’t going to make that same mistake. No matter how many wives I took, no matter how many children I sired, I was going to give them all the attention they deserved. 
And that included my loyal concubine. 
Karethys gasped when I abruptly pulled out of her. “My lord? Is something—?”
“Turn around,” I growled, my cock wet and throbbing and yearning to return home. “Quickly!”
She did as I commanded, leaning up and then spinning around until she was sitting back against the side of the table. Seeing the intensity in my gaze, she hopped up on the edge and spread her legs invitingly. 
I was between them in an instant, my arms reaching beneath her knees to hoist them up onto my shoulders as she lay flat against the table. Her black hair spilled across the wood, and her eyes were hooded in anticipation as I brought my thick dragon cock back to her smoldering cunt. 
Few things in the world were more satisfying than seeing a woman’s face scrunch in delight when your manhood split her open. Karethys writhed in ecstasy as I hilted myself deep again, her arms splayed to the sides and her teeth nibbling at her lips. 
“I am yours, my lord,” she whimpered. “Please…”
I drove into her hard enough the table began to squeak with each mighty thrust, and I felt the abyss rapidly approach as her moans rose to fill the library. I was going to spill so hard I could probably cover half her gray flesh in my dragon seed. On most other days, I would have done just that. The collar around her neck could protect her womb if I finished inside her, but a Wyrm Lord wasn’t supposed to give his concubine that pleasure very often. It was too intimate, too personal. Leaving my seed glistening upon her flesh was different. It was more like marking her as mine. And it wasn’t as if she didn’t enjoy feeling the warmth of my seed upon her. 
Yet right now, looking down into her violet eyes as I relentlessly slammed into her, I had no intention of pulling out. She was so lovely, so sweet, that what I really wanted to do was kiss her. If I weren’t in my hybrid form, I might have very well given in to temptation. 
“Who are you?” I demanded in a rumbling growl. 
“I am—ngn!” she cried out. “I am a drow cunt, my lord.”
“That’s right. And who—mmf—owns your body?”
Karethys clamped down on her lip. “You, my lord!”
“That’s right,” I growled, slamming her so hard the table squeaked. “And what is your purpose?”
“To—oooh!” Her back arched off the table, but I held her hips fast, pinning her lower body in place without breaking my fierce, brutal rhythm. “To bring my lord—ngn—pleasure!”
Seeing her squirm beneath me, her throat collared but her belly unbranded, it wasn’t difficult to understand how my father and Lord Tirathon had fallen in love with their concubines. The only truly shocking thing was that it didn’t happen to Wyrm Lords more often. Karethys was so beautiful…
“Ngnn!” I cried out as I burst deep inside her, teasing her womb with a river of dragon seed that could never take root. 
Not tonight, anyway. But as Karethys spasmed with a rapturous cry and I collapsed on top of her, my body slowly shrinking from dragon back to man, I slipped my finger beneath her collar and wondered what the future might hold.




Interlude

The Quarry


“This is far enough.”  
Borkesh barked out the order and brought his thresk to an abrupt halt. They had only been traveling for perhaps half an hour, but that was more than enough to put the devastation and chaos of Siren Falls behind them. Their only company here in the dry, cracked expanse of the Western Droughtlands was the foreboding gray peaks of the Godsworn Rise to the south. 
Rasmus the Slayer nodded, his eyes lingering on the woman riding ahead of them. They had hardly gone elsewhere ever since they’d scurried out of the carnage, and to his own amazement, his attention had little to do with how young and attractive she was. 
All he had been able to think about was what Sabari had told him back in the caverns. Namely, that the Vorskai believed this girl was a dragon. 
He’d been skeptical at first. But while she may not have grown wings and taken flight during the skirmish at the Falls, her channeling abilities had been incredible to behold. Taking on an entire squad of the Wyrm Lord’s personal soldiers was no small feat, even if he and Borkesh had pitched in at the end. 
Raz brought his mount to a halt beside his partner. The thresk gave a hissing cluck of protest when he nudged the reins, but it eventually settled and began bobbing its beak into the cracked ground in search of grubs or anything else remotely edible.
“This is a decent enough place for a chat,” Raz said. 
“As you wish,” the Vorskai girl said, pivoting her thresk sideways so she could look at the two men without needing to crane her neck. 
She had been riding several yards ahead the entire time, which had bothered Borkesh so badly he’d been shooting Raz annoyed glares almost constantly. If the orc had his way, they’d have already stuffed this girl into a sack and been on their way to the garrison at Sethuil.
But Raz wasn’t planning on doing anything until he learned more about her. And after that…
Well, after that he would just have to see. 
“Hell of a demonstration back there,” Raz said, noticing that the outline of the veins he had seen beneath her tan skin was now gone. The Flensing could be absolutely brutal, but as a rule, elves were able to recover more quickly than humans or any other dustborn species. Her mixed heritage was doing her some favors. 
“The Avetharri have always underestimated us,” she told him, her tribal accent thick but still clear. “The currents of the Moshai flow through us as well as them, whether they wish to believe it or not. Humans are not the feeble creatures they claim.”
“You may be right,” Raz said with a casual shrug. He didn’t take the criticism personally; he hadn’t considered himself highborn in as long as he could remember. Although given the gaps in his memory, that wasn’t saying much. “But you aren’t human. At least, not completely.”
The girl looked at him, the hot Droughtlands air tousling her orange hair. “I am Vorskai,” she said after a pause. “That is all that matters.”
“Well, Vorskai, I’m glad to meet you,” Raz said. “The name is Rasmus, and this is Borkesh. Though I get the feeling you knew that.”
She nodded. “I have heard tales of the Sorekûl Drakath for years. Few stand against the dragons. Fewer still prevail.”
“I’m good at what I do,” he said. The mere mention of that incident had made his scar begin to ache. Despite the fact he’d fed it with fresh magic at the Falls, it remained hungry for another meal. And the closer he got to this girl, the worse that hunger seemed to get. His scar wanted him to devour her…and not in the fun way. 
“Our traders who travel to the Reach speak of your reputation,” the girl went on. “A fearsome slayer of beasts and men.”
“With a partner who does most of the work,” Borkesh grumbled. “They probably leave that part out of the stories.”
“You have slain many sorcerers,” the girl said, attention never leaving Raz.
“A few,” he said, trying not to snicker at the orc’s annoyance. “And only when they get drunk on their own power. Few things are worse than an arrogant blood scion from a middling house who thinks he has something to prove.”
“And you have slain countless monsters. Chol, Tirzak, even demons from the Pale.”
Raz shrugged. “I help people with their pest problems from time to time. It’s a living.”
The girl’s brow furrowed in confusion. “You diminish your own accomplishments. As if you are ashamed of them.”
“Not at all,” Raz said. “But in my experience, anyone too eager to sing their own praises is usually just afraid people will realize they’re a fraud.”
And, he added silently, killing one dragon doesn’t mean I’m eager to provoke the wrath of any others. 
“But you plainly have us at a disadvantage,” he went on. “You know us, but we don’t know you.”
The girl hesitated for a moment. “You may call me Tyris.”
“That’s better,” Raz said. “Well, Tyris, it’s nice to meet you. As far as introductions go, roasting a Wyrmguard inside his armor is definitely more memorable than anything I’m used to.”
She didn’t smile or grunt or react much at all. She continued looking at him, that strange mix of surprise and borderline reverence in her brilliant green eyes as when she had first spotted him. He wasn’t sure what to make of it. He was used to his reputation preceding him, especially with womenfolk, but this was different. Tyris wasn’t a helpless farmgirl from the Reach getting hot at the thought of spending a night with the man who had slain a dragon. She was…unique. 
“Back at the Falls, you said you expected to find us there,” Raz prompted. “Why?”
“The currents of the Moshai offer glimpses of both the present and the past,” Tyris said. 
“You mean the Aether,” Raz said, recognizing the human word for the invisible currents of magic permeating the world. 
“Yes,” Tyris said. “Only the moshalim can channel its power.”
“How nice for them,” Borkesh grumbled. His arms were crossed, and his patience seemed to be fraying with each passing moment. 
“When they spoke of your coming,” Tyris went on, “I knew I needed to seek you out for myself.”
“Seems like a risky proposition,” Raz said. “Or weren’t you aware that the Sovereign and his men were looking for you?”
“They have been looking for me a long time.”
Raz frowned, wondering what exactly that meant. “Still, seems like quite a risk just to catch a glimpse of the Sorekûl Drakath.”
“We need your help,” Tyris said. “Only you can help us defeat the Dragon Sovereign.”
Raz laughed. Borkesh scoffed. 
“Is that all?” the orc sneered. “How much are you paying, because I doubt there’s enough drakada in the entire province for that job.”
The girl stared at Raz while he finished laughing, as if she couldn’t comprehend why he didn’t jump at her request.
“We need your help,” Tyris repeated, her voice shifting from calm and confident to almost pleading. “There is no one else.”
“That’s what I thought,” Borkesh muttered. “Apparently, we need to work on fixing your reputation. Just to make it clear that the great Dragon Slayer and his handsome partner don’t work for free.”
“Quiet,” Raz warned. 
The orc’s red eyes flashed. “Raz…”
“I said quiet,” Raz growled, shooting the other man a withering glare. He couldn’t blame the orc for thinking about all the gold that was at stake here, especially since his motivation wasn’t pure greed. Borkesh’s clan, the Ashreavers, were one of the few groups of orcs still trying to survive on the fringes of the Empire to avoid being forcibly conscripted into the Sovereign’s armies. They needed resources if they were going to endure. 
They’re rather like the Vorskai in that regard, Raz mused. Maybe I’ll have to point that out to him sometime.
“So, you want our help,” Raz said, looking back at the girl. “What is it you’re hoping I’ll do, exactly? Walk up and kill the Dragon Sovereign for you?”
Tyris looked him squarely in the eye. “Yes.”
This time, Borkesh laughed. Raz did not.
“That’s a bit more involved than my average contract,” he replied mildly. “People pay me to protect them from monsters they can’t handle. I’m not an assassin.”
“You are a magic eater,” Tyris said. “And you have killed a dragon before.”
Raz winced at the sudden ache in his chest. It was as if he could feel the dragon’s claw piercing his chest and driving toward his heart. He still wasn’t sure how he’d survived or why a chest wound had turned him into a magic-eating monster. But then again, he didn’t understand why the battle had taken away his memories, either. 
The only thing he knew was that the scar got more painful every year. He may have won the battle, but he would join that dragon in oblivion soon.
Maybe that was why he sympathized with dustborn so much. His wound would steal the extra centuries his Avetharri blood would have otherwise given him. 
“The Sovereign isn’t your average dragon,” he said, burying the thought and hoping the old ache would recede with it. “You can’t seriously expect me to waltz into Tel Kithas and murder the Dragon Sovereign just like that.”
“You will not need to travel anywhere,” Tyris said. “We shall bring the Sovereign to you.”
This time, all he and Borkesh could do was stare blankly. 
“Really,” the orc managed first. “And how are you going to accomplish that?”
“The Mosh’Dalar will explain everything,” Tyris said. “I can take you to our camp. There you may listen and decide for yourself.”
“Or we take you to Sethuil right now,” the orc said. “Did we forget to mention that the Empire hired us to bring you in?”
Tyris turned and looked at the orc as if truly noticing him for the first time. “What?”
Borkesh grinned. “Several thousand gold coins. For your sake, I hope your tribe can beat that offer.”
Her expression sank as she turned back to Raz. She looked utterly flabbergasted, as if she couldn’t believe the legendary Sorekûl Drakath would work for coin rather than charity. 
Normally, Raz considered such naïve attitudes annoying and sometimes outright contemptible. But in her case…
Something about the look of disappointment in her eyes hurt more than the memory of the dragon claw piercing his chest. He wasn’t sure why. 
“The Vorskai will reward the Sorekûl Drakath with far more than gold,” Tyris said into the silence. 
Borkesh snorted. “Unless you’ve stashed a few wagons full of all that vatari you’ve stolen, I doubt you have anything else we want. So as nice as this little chat has been, it’s time to—”
“Your chieftain,” Raz cut in, ignoring the sharp look his partner sent his way. “You said he’ll explain everything?”
Tyris nodded. “Yes. And my people are not far. Only a few hours more to the south.”
“It doesn’t matter if they’re waiting around the next boulder,” Borkesh grumbled. “They’re barbarians, Raz. They don’t have anything of value!”
“Would you say the same thing about your clan?” Raz asked pointedly. 
The orc’s nostrils flared. “My people would never—”
“I’m going to go listen to what the Vorskai have to say,” Raz interrupted. “You can head back to the Falls and wait for me. Maybe help Sabari clean up the mess.”
Borkesh looked at him like he had gone completely mad. “What’s gotten into you? Have you forgotten how much gold that drow promised?”
“I haven’t forgotten,” Raz said, reaching into his jacket to retrieve the pouch of coins. “Here.”
He lobbed it toward his partner. The orc caught it in midair, and for once it didn’t instantly vanish inside his armor. He just held it there, red eyes wide in disbelief. 
Raz, for his part, had already turned back to the Vorskai girl atop her mount. She gazed at him with open relief. 
He enjoyed a pretty face as much as the next man—in fact, he had enjoyed a lot of them over the years—but he wasn’t the type of hapless fool who would lose himself chasing after a woman. Not even a redhead.
But for whatever reason, he was determined to see this through. There was something going on here, something far more than a Vorskai sorceress who may or may not have had dragon blood. The way she looked at him, the absolute certainty in her eyes that he was the only one who could help her…
“Go on,” Raz said, taking the reins and glancing back at his partner. “I’ll catch up with you in a few days.”
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Claw of the Prince


“Your right foot is giving away your movements again,” Krynn scolded as he took a step backward and held his glaive upright. “You can’t afford to be sloppy when fighting a foe with superior reach.” 
“Maybe I was trying to bait you,” I suggested, lowering my twin blades and pausing to catch my breath. 
Krynn snorted. “Or you had a little too much fun with your new wife last night. You’ve been sluggish all morning.”
I smiled tightly. He wasn’t wrong, at least not about the sluggishness. Sadly, though, it had nothing to do with sex. I was just having trouble focusing on anything besides the plan I’d set in motion two nights earlier.
Sighing, I leaned back and stretched out my neck. We’d been at this long enough that lines of sweat were already trailing down my bare chest, but the exercise felt good. I hadn’t been in the battle circle in weeks, my longest gap in the last few years. Back before I’d fully mastered my draconic transformation, I’d come in here to practice every day. I needed to get back to that.
“We don’t have to keep this up if you’re sore and worn out,” Krynn said with an amused smirk. “There are many other combat techniques we could work on. The Skywatch could help with aerial—”
“No,” I insisted, shaking my head. “I’m a little rusty, but I’ll fight through it. Even a dragon prince can’t afford to ignore his swordsmanship.”
“One day you’ll realize the Lin’faleel is obsolete,” Krynn said. “At least for those of us without vatari tattoos.”
“We’ll see,” I said, cracking my neck again. I had intentionally made this as difficult as possible on myself. Krynn had assumed his dragon knight form while I remained in my elven one, giving him a three-foot height advantage on top of the extra reach from his glaive. I loved my twin dueling sabers, but they were designed to battle other swordsmen, not pikemen. 
Then again, the Dal’Rethi Blade Dancers were among the most fearsome warriors in the Empire, and I had promised myself long ago that I would eventually learn to master their fighting technique. I may not have had the fancy vatari tattoos to enhance my strength and speed, but my dragon blood more than made up the difference.
“Ready,” I announced, lifting my blades and settling back into a combat stance. Krynn lowered his glaive in response, and we began slowly circling one another while searching for a weakness in the other’s defenses. 
There was no one else here in the palace armory today, which was a relatively rare occurrence. General Elyon often used our sparring sessions to train new Wyrmguard soldiers in styles and techniques, but we hadn’t told anyone that we’d be in here this morning. Sometimes, it was nice to beat up your best friend in private. 
Krynn broke our dance first, lunging at me with the tip of his glaive—a magically blunted tip, of course, incapable of piercing flesh. Dodging to my right, I launched a whirling counterattack with one blade slashing high and another slashing low. If not for his reach, I might have slipped beneath his guard and scored a nasty hit. As it was, he had more than enough time to swivel his left leg backward and lean out of range. 
But I continued to press my attack and capitalize on my momentum. Staying tight to keep him locked on the defensive, I became a whirlwind of flesh and steel, using one blade for protection and the other for offense. His superior size allowed him to use his shoulders and elbows as weapons to keep me from scoring a hit, but as long as I could deny him the full use of his glaive, I still had a chance. 
Krynn’s frustration grew as I drove him all the way to the edge of the battle circle, and like always, his anger eventually got the better of him. I baited him with a fake stumble, and when he went all-in on an elbow smash, I rolled to the side, swept his leg with a kick to the knee, and had a blade pressed against his scaly throat the moment he landed on his back.
“Not obsolete quite yet,” I said, breathing hard. “With or without the magic to back it up.”
He snarled as he glared at my blade. “Only if you get lucky.”
“Call it whatever makes you feel better,” I replied dryly, withdrawing my sword and offering him a hand instead. “Just never forget who’s the best.”
Krynn scowled off the hand and lifted himself to his feet. “Or the one who’s had the best trainers in the Empire since he was old enough to hold a sword. Mandar didn’t even have a weapon master. There was no one to teach me until after my blood reading.”
I nodded soberly. “Means you’ve learned fast.”
He snorted and stomped off for the weapon rack. The downside of beating Krynn at anything was that it made the chip on his shoulder rougher than it already was. But he would get over it soon enough. 
After putting away our weapons, we both poured ourselves glasses of water from the golden pitcher at the refreshment table the servants had set up for us. The cheese and fruit looked good, too, but I decided to wait until I’d caught my breath. 
“You really should work on improving your sorcery, though,” Krynn said after he had returned to his elven form. He looked far less annoyed with his normal green eyes and honey-blond hair instead angry red scales. “If you’re going to insist on sticking with the Lin’faleel.”
“You mean wreathing my weapons in lightning and launching bolts through the blades?”
“You could also have your mom teach you that drow shadow-walking technique of hers,” he said. “Imagine an opponent’s surprise when you move fifty feet in a heartbeat and plunge your blade into their heart.”
“Not very honorable.” 
“But effective,” Krynn said. “While the Dal’Rethi stand around worrying about imaginary honor, House Teviss shadow knights fight to win. Your mother’s people may be a bit difficult to work with sometimes, but they get the job done.”
Honor offers little comfort to the dead. 
Even now, two days after my father had spoken those words, they still felt like poison seeping into my veins. And to hear Krynn more or less echo the same sentiment in a different context…
“You all right?” he asked.
I pushed the thought aside. “Do you consider the drow’s mass exodus to Sulinor a victory? Because the emperor still calls it treason.”
“He can call it whatever he wants,” Krynn said with a huff. “The Empire hasn’t been able to convince them to rejoin the fold. The Elder Dragons haven’t risked sending an army below ground to force the issue, either. They know the drow don’t fuck around.”
He shrugged as he grabbed and devoured a hunk of cheese. “Besides, you can hardly blame them for wanting to leave the Empire after how little respect we show them.”
I arched a brow at him. “Would you feel the same way if the faeyn rebelled in the north?”
“If they succeeded, sure,” Krynn said. “The Empire could stand to get its nose bloodied once in a while. You can’t keep your blade sharp if you don’t have real enemies to fight.”
“First you sound like my mother,” I said. “Now you sound like General Elyon.”
“No, this is General Elyon,” Krynn said, clearing his throat and changing his voice to a bad impersonation. “There are many ways to disrupt an opponent’s guard without brute strength. A dragon’s most powerful weapon is his mind, not his wings or claws.”
“I think you’re actually getting worse at that over time,” I said with a snort. 
“I’m out of practice now that we’re old enough he can’t force us to listen to his lectures anymore.” Krynn finished his drink, then paused and eyed me curiously. “Speaking of being out of practice, what prompted you to want to duel this morning?”
I shrugged. “No reason. It’s been a while.”
“Mm,” he mumbled suspiciously. “Not because you’ve barely left the palace for the past two days?”
Krynn was clever, I had to give him that much. Since he had been spending most of his days around Selod Maril, I’d wondered if he’d noticed that I hadn’t gone anywhere since I had returned from Tiralis. He obviously paid more attention to what I was doing than I’d thought. 
“That might be part of it,” I admitted. 
Krynn chuckled as he popped a berry into his mouth. “Honestly, I just figured you were spending too much time with Sariss. That girl doesn’t seem like the type to do anything halfway. Probably hopes you’ll have her pregnant by your coronation.”
“She certainly wouldn’t mind,” I said. I had spent plenty of time getting acquainted with the body of my new wife these past few days, but that wasn’t why I hadn’t left the palace. I knew for a fact that my mother’s agents were watching my every move, and I wanted them to believe that I had obeyed my father’s command and put all this Vorskai nonsense behind me. 
“So, were you planning on telling me what’s actually going on?” Krynn pressed. “Or do I have to guess?”
“It’s nothing you need to worry about,” I said, wondering how much of this I should share with him. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust him, but there was no possible way he would approve of my plan. And I really didn’t want to sit here arguing about it. 
“I can’t be the Claw of the Prince if you never come to me for help,” Krynn said. “But you clearly have something on your mind. I heard you took Sariss to Tiralis the other day, and there was mention about a Vorskai prisoner.”
“Yes,” I said. “He came bearing a message.”
“An apology for attacking our vatari caravans, I hope?”
“Not exactly.” 
I paused and glanced across the battle circle to the old painting on the opposite wall. It depicted a pair of Blade Dancers fighting back-to-back, the blue vatari tattoos covering their bodies glowing angrily as they prepared to battle a slavering horde of monsters. I had always been rather fond of this particular mural, and not because it was an eight-thousand-year-old masterpiece. There were times when it felt like Krynn and I were readying ourselves for the same fight. A half-drow prince and a blood scion from an obscure house standing together against the rising tide of darkness. 
“The Vorskai chieftain wants to meet,” I said. “With me, personally.”
“I’m sure he does,” Krynn said sardonically. “With a dagger in hand.”
“It’s a little more complicated than that.” 
I took a deep breath. At this point, there was no compelling reason not to open up. I would have to do it eventually, and the sooner we got this fight out of the way, the better. 
“The short version is that he wants me to meet this dragon of theirs,” I added. “And marry her so that our child can bring an end to the Blood Drought.”
I was ready for a laugh or at least a snort. But instead, Krynn’s green eyes merely met mine in disbelief. 
“They claim their sorcerers have had visions, and this is the future they revealed,” I said. “It’s not the message I expected from them, that’s for sure.”
“Definitely not,” Krynn said hoarsely. “How did you respond?”
“I had Sariss perform a blood reading. The Vorskai was telling the truth as far as he knew it.” 
I paused, trying to figure out the best way to explain everything else that had happened. But the story was so crazy that there didn’t seem to be any alternative to just laying it out on the table.
“The other piece of the puzzle here,” I went on, “is that the messenger denied having any involvement in the death of Tirathon Vermillion all those years ago. They claim that his concubine was pregnant, and that he brought her to the Vorskai knowing the Vaz Gorati would never allow her to carry the child to term. But someone in Tel Kithas realized what he was doing, so they murdered him and blamed it on the humans.”
It was a mouthful, and I had no idea how I would have reacted if I’d been in his place. But somehow, Krynn took it all in stride. 
“You have to give their storytellers credit,” he said. “Our bards could never come up with a tale that compelling.”
“Sariss doesn’t believe any of it,” I said. “I don’t want to, but…”
Krynn nodded distantly, his eyes narrowing in thought as he began to pace back toward the center of the battle ring. “The story is self-serving as hell, of course. It manages to sow seeds of doubt while dangling bait in front of us at the same time.”
I frowned. “How do you mean?”
“Think about it: the dustborn know we’ll never take this claim of a dragon seriously, so they spin a tale of how she secretly has highborn blood. And at the same time, the story casts aspersions on your own family to pique your interest. Like I said, it’s quite masterful.”
“But you don’t believe any of it.”
“I don’t know,” he admitted. “It does explain some things I’ve wondered about.” 
I eyed him curiously. “Such as?”
“Subtle inconsistencies, like the way Lord Vermillion was killed,” Krynn said. “Everyone knows the humans couldn’t kill a dragon without help. Some people believed they forged a corrupted vatari dagger, but that’s obviously beyond their capabilities. Others say his concubine stole a vatari weapon from the palace, but how in Lahara’s name could a dustborn servant have even gotten into the vault? It’s sealed with blood magic!”
I nodded, my pulse quickening. And here I had been expecting to argue with him, not agree…
“I’d wondered about that, too,” I said. “There are only a handful of pure vatari weapons in the entire province.”
“There’s also the undeniable fact that a lot of people in Tel Kithas had a great deal to gain from the demise of House Vermillion,” Krynn added. “Including you.”
I frowned. “What are you talking about?”
Krynn raised a blond eyebrow. “Are you serious? You’ve never thought about how Lord Vermillion was next in line to become Dragon Sovereign?”
“I…” I trailed off for a moment, my brimming excitement dissolving into confusion. “I’m my father’s only dragon heir.”
“You’re also a half drow from the womb of a concubine. Do you seriously believe the Empire would have let you take the throne if there was anyone else? Much less a pureblood scion from an ancient and venerable House?”
Krynn shook his head. “If your powers hadn’t been revealed until you were thirteen or fourteen like most of us, Lord Tirathon would have already been entrenched to take over by the time you came of age. But the revelation happened so soon it threw everything into chaos.”
My mouth was suddenly too dry to swallow. You’ve no idea how fortunate we are that the Vaz Gorati discovered your powers so early, my father had said. It changed everything.
In all honesty, I had never spent much time dwelling on it. From the earliest days I could remember, my parents had been preparing me for my ascension. It had never been a question of if, only when. But then, I didn’t remember Lord Tirathon much at all; I had only been six when he’d been murdered. 
“No matter how you want to look at it, the death of the last Vermillion dragon solidified your claim to the throne,” Krynn said. “And not only by getting your rival out of the picture, either. Wiping out the humans also made your father look strong in the eyes of the Empire. I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s what convinced the Council of Wyrms to back off and let the province continue ruling itself, even with a mixed-blood heir.”
“This is all speculation,” I said, my voice sounding hollow and distant, as if I were speaking to myself from across the Great Hall. 
“Sure, but it fits the facts. And when you think about it, some parts of the Vorskai’s story make a lot of sense.”
I nodded slowly. “So you don’t think Lord Tirathon’s concubine killed him? You think it was someone else?”
“I have no idea, and I’m not saying we should start accusing anyone of anything.” Krynn shrugged. “I just think it’s interesting. But that doesn’t mean the Vorskai aren’t lying. Truth is better bait than a lie, right?”
Truth always surrenders to power. 
“If it works,” I said, the hollowness spreading into my chest. 
“Well, I imagine you’re more focused on this dragon girl of theirs.” 
“Shouldn’t I be? If she has Vermillion blood, she could actually be a dragon.”
“You don’t need the blood of a Great House to be a dragon,” he said, not bothering to conceal his bitterness. “But you’re right. We just have to hope she hasn’t learned how to use her powers yet.”
“If she had, one would think she would have aided their griffon attacks on the caravans.”
“Possibly. Unless they wanted to provoke us without tipping their hand.” Krynn flicked a hand dismissively. “In any event, I don’t think you have any choice but to meet with them.”
I blinked. “I’m surprised to hear you say that.”
“Why?”
“I figured you’d want me to ignore anything the dustborn had to say.”
“Usually, but in this case, meeting them is the only reasonable choice.” Krynn drummed his fingers against his sides in thought. “But you need to be prepared. If they’re lying and try to pull another Dragonfall on you, we turn on them and wipe them out. If they’re being honest and are stupid enough to put their dragon right in front of us, we kill her and then wipe them out. Either way, the Vorskai problem gets solved, and you prove yourself a worthy Sovereign.”
My lip twisted. “A minute ago, you just gave a convincing explanation for how the humans might not have been the ones who killed Lord Tirathon. Then in the next breath you say we should kill them anyway.”
Krynn arched an eyebrow. “What’s your point?”
“You don’t see the contradiction there? If the Vorskai didn’t kill Lord Vermillion, then my father purged their villages for no reason!”
“No, he purged their villages for a different reason,” Krynn corrected. “The dustborn breed like rats, Alamir. If we don’t cull them every now and then, they’ll overwhelm us with sheer numbers.”
He spoke the words with a casualness I would expect from a palace gardener explaining why he used blighting magic on the trofara weeds. It was almost reflexive, without any overt malice behind the brutal words.
And for that very reason, it sent a shiver down my spine.
“I don’t want to cull them,” I said firmly. “I want to stop the attacks and figure out a way to make peace.”
“By branding this Vermillion scion of theirs?”
“I didn’t say that.”
“But it’s what you’re thinking, isn’t it?” Krynn asked with a sneer. “You can’t wait to play hero and save the poor, defenseless dustborn.”
I clenched my teeth. “I see you’re in one of your moods. Guess I shouldn’t have trounced you so badly.”
“It’s not a mood!” he snarled. “It’s the truth. First you ‘save’ a girl from Lenya Valley with no prospects and turn her into your Dragon Priestess. Then you want to bind a faeyn ranger. Now you want to go rescue this human. Are you seeing a pattern yet?”
“This has nothing to do with playing the hero,” I snapped back. “But if there’s a chance to resolve this without butchering thousands, I intend to take it. That’s what a good leader is supposed to do.”
Krynn scoffed. “I know you never stop to think about the political ramifications of anything you do, but how do you think the nobles will react to you bringing a Vorskai bride into the city?”
“I never said anything about branding some half-human girl I’ve never met! All I want is to meet with them and discuss the future.”
I drew in a deep breath, trying to keep my temper in check. It was never easy. For all we had in common, our arguments were often more heated than our duels. 
“More to the point,” I added, “since when do you care what the nobility thinks? You’ve always hated the Great Houses. You think they’re incompetent! They treat House Mandar poorly to this day! Sanathar’s breath, Tynov openly accused your father of Palerending!”
Krynn’s eyes flashed, but the last point seemed to break through. 
“You’re right,” he hissed, waving a hand. “They’re running the Empire into the ground, and no one seems willing or able to muzzle them.”
“Then what does it matter if I upset them?” I asked. “I want to do what’s right for Abethaal. If that means making a deal with the Vorskai, then I’ll make a deal. And if it means destroying them because they can’t be reasoned with…well, so be it.”
Krynn ran a hand across his face as he slowly exhaled. I could see the conflicting emotions on his face battling it out. He had absorbed so much of my mother’s pragmatism, yet his resentment couldn’t help but bubble to the surface. Especially when he was feeling defensive because I’d just shown him up. 
I sometimes wondered what he would do if he received an offer of binding from one of the elite Imperial families. Would he do the politically savvy thing and brand an important wife, or would the chip he carried on his shoulder make him push her away out of principle?
“I can still remember the look on Verandis Tynov’s face when the Grand Magistrix told him there were no signs of Palerending at our estate,” Krynn rumbled, his voice so low it almost sounded like he was in dragon knight form again. “If he had accused Sorokar or Lorkath of making pacts with demons, his head would have been mounted on a spike at the city gates.”
“Probably,” I admitted. “But he was humiliated.”
“Not enough,” Krynn said, shaking his head. “If I became Sovereign tomorrow, the first thing I’d do is take Selod Maril away from the Great Houses and put it directly under my control.”
“That would go over well.”
“Oh, they’d panic. They’d kick and scream as it drained their coffers. But what could they actually do about it? That’s the real question.”
I felt both my eyebrows lift. “Are you serious?” 
“Absolutely. We’re dragons, Alamir. What could they do to us besides pout like children?”
“You mean besides making it impossible to govern the province?”
“How?” Krynn asked. “They can’t harm us. The only reason they have any power at all is because we grant it to them. We could fly down there right now and burn their mansions to cinders.”
“And then watch as everyone in Abethaal turns against us!”
“Not everyone would turn against us,” Krynn said. “Honestly, the Vaz Gorati might support it. We’re the ones with the blood that matters. And not because it has the name of a Great House attached to it—because it has actual power.”
His jaw began to move as if he were chewing something. “At the very least, we should force them to keep their ships in port for a while to make the rest of the Empire realize how important we are. No more snide comments about Abethaal being a backwater, no more nonsense about how the whole province is a glorified mine. If they want our vatari, then they should show us the respect we deserve.”
“If we withhold the vatari, the only thing they’ll show us is how many dragons it takes to burn us out and take the province for themselves,” I said. “You and I will have a hundred years to make all the changes we want. We’ll earn their respect. Don’t worry about that.”
Krynn seemed to pull himself back from an internal abyss. “I can’t wait. But first, we have to figure out what to do with these humans. And trust me, branding one of them is not the solution, even if she happens to have Vermillion blood.”
“Maybe not,” I conceded, mostly to placate him. “But I’m going to keep an open mind, and I don’t want to exterminate them. Not unless they don’t give me an alternative.”
He gave me a measuring look. “You’ve already agreed to meet them, haven’t you?”
“In two days,” I confirmed. “But no one else knows, and I intend on keeping it that way.”
Krynn smiled slyly. “So you have learned a thing or two from your mother, after all.”
“She can’t know, and neither can my father,” I said. “I’m going to resolve this my way.”
He looked at me for another moment, then clapped me on the shoulder. “Then I’ll go with you.”
I paused. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”
“Why not?”
“Because just in case the humans are planning to betray us, risking the only two dragons in the province seems foolish.”
Krynn shook his head. “They might have concocted some elaborate plan to kill one dragon, but there’s nothing they could possibly do to overwhelm two of us. Going together is much safer.” His eyes narrowed. “But then, you probably know that. What you’re really concerned about is that I’ll fly off and roast their delegation.”
“The thought had crossed my mind,” I admitted. 
“I’m glad you have so much faith in your Claw,” he grumbled. “Do you really think I’m that bloodthirsty?”
“I think you don’t care if the dustborn live or die,” I said flatly. “You said so yourself.”
“You’re right, I don’t,” he admitted. “I think they’re smart enough to be dangerous, especially if we underestimate them.”
“Then you understand my hesitation.”
He drew in another breath. “I do. But you need to understand how risky this is, Alamir. If your father had been there with Lord Vermillion fourteen years ago, things would have played out very differently. It’s much safer for us to go together.”
“True,” I said. “But I have to know that I can count on you.”
“I won’t touch the dustborn until you give the command,” Krynn promised. “But if you do, it will be better for me to be there anyway.”
I suppressed a grimace. “The Claw plays the villain so the Sovereign doesn’t have to?”
“Exactly,” he said with a wolfish grin. “Besides, you’ve told me countless times that one of the biggest problems with the Empire is that there’s too much agreement. The Sovereigns won’t stand up to the Council of Wyrms, and the Council won’t stand up to the emperor. Well, here’s your chance to prove your theory. Take me with you—convince me that I’m wrong about the dustborn. If you can pull that off, then it’ll be easy to make your father and the court understand, too.”
I smiled tightly. I couldn’t deny that I would feel a lot better with him there at my side. It wasn’t as if I could bring an army to support me, and I had no intention of risking Sariss or Lathriel by bringing them. It was far too dangerous. 
But Krynn was worth a dozen armies. And he was right that two dragons working together were a nearly unstoppable force. Besides, we were a team. 
“Imagine the look on the faces of the court if the young lords of Tel Kithas solve a problem centuries in the making,” I said, my smile warming. “And save the vatari in the process.”
“Back-to-back,” Krynn said, clasping my shoulder and gesturing to the Dal’Rethi painting on the far wall. “Two dragons against the world. I wouldn’t bet against us.”
“No,” I said. “Neither would I.”




Interlude

The Prophecy


The Godsworn Rise was a sheer, unscalable wall separating the Droughtlands from the fertile plains and highlands beyond. It was also, Rasmus thought to himself, one of the few places in Abethaal where free peoples like the Vorskai could live without the constant threat of annihilation if they upset their elven overlords. While a dragon could always strafe over the peaks, the mountains offered more than enough cover for anyone seeking to avoid their gaze. The caves and overhangs provided more safety, which orc clans like Borkesh’s Ashreavers had learned many generations ago.  
Which wasn’t to say that living in the mountains was enjoyable or safe. The Godsworn Rise in particular was rife with feral creatures who lived deep within its many caves. Demons weren’t unheard of, either. The barrier between the Pale and the physical world was thin here, thanks to countless battles between the Wyrm Lords and the servants of the Old Gods in the ancient past. It was definitely not the type of place Raz would choose for a home, given the option. 
As he and his new companion drew closer to the edge of the mountains, he kept expecting to see a path or cavern entrance or something else that might lead into a Vorskai refuge. But even as the cracked, dry ground of the Droughtlands gave way to equally dry, splintered hills, he didn’t notice anything. The wall of dark gray rock looming in front of them seemed utterly impenetrable. 
“Does your magic allow you to melt holes in the mountain?” he asked, spurring his thresk forward to keep pace with Tyris. She had been pushing her own mount relentlessly, either to make better time or perhaps to put off a conversation until she was surrounded by her fellow tribesmen. 
“No,” she said, glancing back over her shoulder. “There is no path through the Rise anywhere near here.”
“Ah,” he murmured. “So your tribe is camped here in the foothills, then?”
“No.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Then…?”
“You will see soon enough,” Tyris said, a coy smile briefly appearing on her lips before she turned her head forward again. “Or you will not, if your abilities have been exaggerated.”
Raz had absolutely no idea what in the name of the Pale she was talking about, but he shook his head and continued to follow anyway. It wasn’t as if he didn’t have a spectacular view to entertain him. Though oddly enough, it wasn’t the pleasant shape of her body that was occupying his attention. It was her face. 
Specifically, the fact that the longer they traveled, the more he swore he had seen it somewhere before.
His memories rarely cooperated with him these days. He had no trouble recalling the agony of the dragon’s claw piercing his chest, but the details of the actual fight were little more than rough outlines in a dense fog. The first thing he remembered clearly was waking up surrounded by orcs…and a big, young warrior named Borkesh demanding that Raz pay his clan back for keeping him alive. 
He had no specific memory of this girl, though, but the feeling still wouldn’t go away. Nor would his scar’s growing hunger. The only other times he’d felt this way was when he’d been in the presence of powerful artifice, like an enchanted weapon or rune of warding. It was as if invisible waves of magic were pouring off her like heat from a griddle. 
Raz allowed his mount to fall behind a few extra yards, though he didn’t want to stray much further than that. He glanced upward every few minutes, half-expecting to see the silhouette of a dragon closing in on them from above, or at the very least a Skywatch wyvern doing the same. But even the Sovereign’s forces couldn’t be everywhere at once, and half an hour later, Tyris finally brought them to a halt at a relatively flat section of the otherwise hilly terrain. There was precious little vegetation out here—even cacti weren’t common in the Droughtlands. And this particular stretch of dusty ground was no exception. 
“Here,” Tyris said.
Frowning, Raz panned his eyes over the area just to make sure he wasn’t missing anything. But there was nothing nearby besides a few thornbushes and the oddly flat circular stretch of hard, rocky ground in front of them. 
“Here, what?” he asked. 
“This is the way,” she said. “If the legends are correct, you are Senosi—you should be able to see the path.”
Raz’s eyebrows twitched upward. He was surprised to hear anyone use that word from the Old Tongue. Apparently the Vorskai really had learned quite a bit about him before this meeting. 
But he wasn’t sure what his scar or its strange magic-eating abilities had to do with anything. Unless there was another group of Wyrmguard sorcerers about to run over the hill and attack them, his powers were completely useless. 
Or perhaps not…
It started as a flicker of movement on the ground that slowly transformed into a shimmer almost like a heat mirage. Raz rubbed at his eyes, wondering if the sunlight and probable dehydration were getting to him. But when he finally forced himself to focus, he realized that the odd circular stretch of ground he’d noticed wasn’t real. 
The whole thing was an elaborate illusion.
“The legends were true,” Tyris said, watching him closely. “But you didn’t realize you had this ability.”
A rush of heat flooded his cheeks. “Oh, I knew,” he insisted. “I just don’t get a chance to use it very often.”
He doubted he sounded very convincing, but he kept his eyes on the illusion rather than consulting her expression. Now that he could see through it, the effect was oddly mesmerizing, as if the very ground beneath his feet was constantly shifting. 
Beyond the illusion was an opening to what appeared to be a massive underground tunnel heading south, presumably beneath the mountains. It seemed unlikely that the Vorskai could have dug it themselves. The sheer amount of labor required was unfathomable, though if they had some earthcallers as well as flamecallers, elemental magic could do most of the work. But then he realized that the sides of the passage had almost perfectly spaced ridges, the kind that no shovel or magic was likely to create. 
No, the Vorskai hadn’t dug this tunnel. 
One of the razorback gorm had.
“The beast was truly ancient,” Tyris said as if reading his thoughts. “Older than the Elder Dragons. It created many such tunnels beneath the mountains.”
“A gorm this size isn’t a foe to be taken lightly,” Raz said, remembering the last time he and Borkesh had been ambushed by one of the massive beasts. Any monster that lived beneath the ground you walked on was terrifying in its own right, but gorm were like an unholy amalgamation of crocodiles, earthworms, and dragons. And considering how large they could get, swords were decidedly not the weapon of choice for bringing one down. 
“It has long since abandoned these hunting grounds,” Tyris said. “But we honor its passing, for it has given us the means to avoid the dragon’s gaze.”
Smiling proudly, she made a clicking sound with her tongue and began to lead her thresk past the illusory shroud and into the passage. Raz followed behind her, his own mount seeming reluctant to walk into what looked like solid ground. Thankfully, though, it only hesitated for a moment before continuing. Perhaps its other senses had clued it in that there was something beyond the shroud. 
“It’s an impressive spell,” he said. “I didn’t realize the Vorskai were so capable with illusion magic.”
“We are capable of many things,” Tyris said. “The Avetharri see us as barbarians. They do not realize what we have learned since our flight into the mountains.”
As they crossed through the illusory barrier, he caught a glimpse of the small runic engravings on the sides of the passageway. Through his scar, he could feel the magic radiating from them, and it awakened his wound’s dormant hunger as readily as the sweet scent of cooked meat made him salivate. 
Runecrafting, like all artifice, was an arduous task that required an immense amount of skill—skill he wouldn’t have believed the Vorskai possessed if he hadn’t seen it himself. While it was always possible that they had merely stolen the runes from somewhere, it still took some semblance of expertise to be able to use them effectively. 
No, Tyris was right. The highborn didn’t know what they were dealing with here. 
And, Raz mused, it explains what happened with all that vatari they stole. 
The wide passage on the other side of the illusion quickly descended into blackness. He didn’t mind—his eyes could see reasonably well with the smallest amount of light. Tyris didn’t have that luxury, but she was prepared. Lifting her left hand, she conjured a ball of flame in her palm that shed more than enough light for them to see where they were going, though admittedly not far beyond that. 
Unfortunately, the flames also made his thresk nervous. Perhaps it was merely the prospect of going completely underground. 
“Don’t think he’s a fan of the cave,” Raz said as the mount began firing off its odd chitter-crackles of protest before coming to a halt altogether. “Or the fire.”
Tyris examined the beast. “I am not surprised. He has not received the proper training.”
“He might come around if we give him a minute. But it’s easier for me to walk. I’m confident he’ll follow.”
She considered. “Then we shall walk. The camp is only a few miles through the passage.”
Nodding, Raz dismounted and led the beast along next to him instead. Aside from the plunge into darkness, the most noticeable thing down here was the drop in temperature. Without the sun, it turned brisk in a hurry. 
Personally, he welcomed the change. His heat-loving thresk seemed more ambivalent. The creature stayed calm, though, strangely more than Raz himself. He had battled enough monsters in dungeons and caves that he shouldn’t have been too concerned about being underground…but for whatever reason, this felt different. Maybe it was the fact that it hadn’t been built by real architects or carved out by water over thousands of years. A cave that had once been little more than a passage for a giant worm-thing just seemed more…disturbing. 
The entrance soon faded into the darkness behind them. The crunch of their footsteps in the soft stone echoed off the walls with surprising volume. It would have been annoying if not for the fact that the mounts were even louder. Thresk may have been great mounts in a dry wasteland, since they drank minimal water and could travel on most any terrain, but they definitely weren’t the best choice for anything resembling a stealth mission. 
“I know you said that your chieftain will explain everything,” Raz said as they moved. “But I find myself curious about that sword of yours.”
Tyris craned her neck to look at the handle of the blade slung crossways over her back. “What about it?”
“Is this another way the Avetharri underestimate you? Because I didn’t realize your people could work moonsilver.”
She looked away from the weapon and shook her head. “We cannot. The blade was not forged by the Vorskai.”
“Ah,” Raz said. He hadn’t gotten close enough to inspect the weapon before now, but the flower-vine engraving at the center of the crossguard looked like the heraldry of an Avetharri noble house. He thought about pressing her on it, but when she didn’t elaborate on her own, he decided to let it drop for now. 
Twenty minutes later, Raz began to hear voices from further down the passage, and he took a deep breath and mentally prepared himself for the meeting. He was no stranger to tribal cultures, given that Borkesh’s people had nursed him back to health, nor was he a stranger to negotiating terms of payment. He wasn’t even a stranger to charity work—he had hunted down plenty of monsters in both the Reach and the White Mist Valley without getting a single drake in payment. 
Sometimes folks needed help. And sometimes arrogant little shits from Tel Kithas needed to get their teeth kicked in. 
But charity work was one thing. Tossing aside thousands of drakada was quite another. He had never done anything quite this detrimental to his own coin purse, and he could practically hear his partner chiding him for agreeing to this meeting in the first place. 
“The Mosh’Dalar is ahead,” Tyris told him, slowing her gait so he could catch up and walk beside her. “It will be pleasing to see the reactions of those who did not believe the vision.”
Raz gave her a curious look. “Not everyone follows the lead of your soothsayers?”
She shrugged. “Disagreement is not uncommon. While the moshalim can see the future and the past, such visions are often…imperfect.”
“Ah. Yes, well, even the Diviners in Tel Kithas are cautious about acting on visions, and they spend centuries mastering those spells.”
“You know about the Avetharri traditions?”
“Only what I’ve picked up in my travels,” he said. “Despite the ears, I’ve never been to Tel Kithas.”
Tyris’s eyebrows lifted. “You do not look as they do.”
He grunted and glanced down to the pallid flesh on his forearm. Another side effect from his near-death experience was that he now had the complexion of a ghost. 
“Close enough to get in trouble sometimes. Though we only tend to travel where people know me by reputation.” He shook away the thought. “So, how many of your people disagreed with these visions?”
“Enough,” Tyris said. “Their fears are not unfounded. The last time we followed the visions of the Moshai and met with a dragon, it ended in disaster.”
Raz nodded gravely. He had only been to the ruins of Dragonfall once, when he and Borkesh were passing through. But when he closed his eyes, he could see the burned-out buildings littering the Vorsk Valley like the sun-bleached bones of forgotten creatures in the desert. 
“This time will be different,” Tyris said. “With the Sorekûl Drakath at our side, we will not fail.”
Raz couldn’t decide if her confidence in him was flattering or disturbing. Normally, having a beautiful woman tell you how amazing you were was a good feeling. In this case, though, he wondered if his reputation might have done more damage than good to these people. Had they convinced themselves that he could walk up and stab the Dragon Sovereign?
Raz chewed on that unsavory notion for another minute before the lights of the Vorskai camp became visible in the distance. At first, he thought they were cooking fires, and he wondered how they weren’t suffocating with open fires burning this deep underground. But then he realized that the lights were magical in origin—glowstones embedded in sconces of carved bone placed throughout the camp. Another bit of artifice from a people who weren’t supposed to be able to read, let alone manipulate vatari. 
The encampment was small, more like an outpost than a settlement. There were two dozen people here in total, most of whom looked like hunters. Notably, they were all men wearing hide armor, baldrics, and bone decorations in a style similar to Tyris herself. Yet their weapons were a sharp contrast to hers. Most were carrying simple spears tipped with sharpened flint, though he caught a glimpse of a few iron throwing axes and wooden bows as well. 
As a group, the Vorskai looked tough, capable, and ready for a fight. The main difference between this lot and the other nomadic tribes he’d interacted with—aside from the specific Vorskai markings—was that quite a few of them carried scars from burning. Some had small scorch marks on their arms or sides, while others had been badly disfigured. Yet they were all too young to have been at Dragonfall unless they’d been toddlers…
Raz wondered darkly if it was the result of training accidents with the flamecaller walking next to him. He certainly hoped not. Perhaps they had survived an encounter with a sorcerer for Tel Kithas. 
Or a skirmish with a dragon. 
Waiting for them at the center of the camp, standing between two rather enormous and angry-looking warriors, was the Vorskai chieftain. The older man appeared to have suffered severe burns as well, both on the lower part of his face and on his arms. His bone headdress, elaborate arm tattoos, and patchwork robes looked reasonably similar to those of the orc shaman in Borkesh’s tribe, but it was the crystal-tipped staff that drew most of Raz’s attention. If not for the blemishes in the gnarled wood, the staff could have belonged to nearly any Avetharri arcanist. Such channeling implements could help focus magic…and it was yet one more example of advanced artifice the Vorskai had no business understanding. 
“I bring the Sorekûl Drakath,” Tyris said as they approached, her voice almost defiant. “As promised.”
The chieftain and the two men at his side examined Raz. He met them eye-to-eye, assuming that the Vorskai, like everyone else in the Droughtlands, respected strength and abhorred weakness, even in conversation.
After a few heartbeats, the chieftain laughed. It was a dry, raspy sound, like wind scraping over sand. 
“You were right, my child,” he said in an equally raspy voice. His Elvish accent was so thick it was a bit more difficult to understand. “The currents of the Moshai grant you wisdom beyond your years.”
Raz frowned at her. “Wait, you’re the one who had the vision of meeting me?”
“I saw your face within the flames,” Tyris said. “Familiar…yet different.”
Before he could press her to elaborate, the chieftain spoke again. 
“Long have the Vorskai awaited this moment. With the arrival of the Sorekûl Drakath, the hour of our retribution is nearly at hand.”
“Retribution?” Raz asked. “You mean for the massacre at Dragonfall?”
“For all the crimes and betrayals committed against our people,” the chieftain said. “And the dying land which bears the scars of their transgressions.”
“Well, I hate to disappoint you, but I’m not in the business of revenge,” Raz said. “And I hunt monsters, not Dragon Sovereigns.”
“In this case, they are one and the same,” the chieftain said. “The Moshai speaks the destiny of the Sorekûl Drakath to all who are willing to hear. A betrayal shall be avenged, and a promise shall be renewed in flame.”
Raz pursed his lips, wondering if any of this was getting lost in translation. Borkesh’s people loved their prophecies, too. They just rarely made sense to those who didn’t speak the language. 
“I don’t know what you’re expecting or what you’ve been told about me,” he said, “but I’m not a man of prophecy. I’m a half-dead fool trying to make a little gold before I die.”
“You are the Sorekûl Drakath,” the chieftain said. 
Raz sighed. “I’m a mercenary. I work for coin. Now, don’t get me wrong—I have no love for the Sovereign. But I also don’t want to get involved with—”
“You are already involved,” Tyris interrupted. “You have always been involved.”
Raz turned and looked into those bright green eyes of hers. Once again, they were filled with the same reverence he’d seen back in Siren Falls. The trouble was, he didn’t understand why. He had never met any of these people, and as far as he could recall, he’d never done any favors specifically for the Vorskai. He hadn’t been this far south in almost a year. 
“Earlier, you said you were going to bring the Dragon Sovereign to me,” Raz said. “How in the name of the gods do you plan to pull that off?”
“We have called for parley,” Tyris told him. “Another summit with the Sovereign at the Dragonfall.”
Raz felt his eyebrows twitch. “And he agreed to this?”
“Yes,” the chieftain said. “The dragon will come because he believes we are fools. He will betray us, as before.”
“But this time,” Tyris said, stepping close and placing her hand on Raz’s arm. “You will kill him.”
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Godsworn


“Open yourself to the Aether’s currents,” Sariss said, her voice smooth and relaxed. “It is not enough to feel it in the air. You must draw its power into yourself, no differently than taking a breath.” 
Keeping my eyes closed, I nodded and drew in a slow, deep breath just like my instructors had taught me—and like Sariss was trying to reiterate now. Sadly, it had never worked all that well in the past. 
And so far, today was no exception. 
“As a dragon, you can rely on your ancestral memories in a way other channelers can only dream about,” Sariss went on. “Once you learn how to tap into them, these memories can share knowledge with you. You can learn techniques you’ve never studied. This is the Goddess’s gift to Her children. Your entire lineage is there for you, waiting for your call.”
I didn’t feel any changes; the Aether was a buzzing current in my veins, yet I felt no memories or ancient power lurking within. Sometimes, I took for granted how incredible it was to be able to sense it at all; the Aether wasn’t a physical object one could touch or taste or smell. It was like the air in so many ways, yet no matter how much I pulled inside me, I couldn’t quite seem to understand it any better than I had before.
Thankfully, Sariss was proving to be a patient instructor. Her voice was that of a teacher more than a priestess right now. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she used the same tone in the Temple of Lahara quite often. 
And one day soon, I mused, it will be the voice she uses as a mother teaching our child. 
“Once you have tapped into your blood legacy, you will become virtually immune to the Flensing,” she went on. “You are the Aether’s avatar, the instrument of Lahara’s will. Even without scales, it makes you unique.”
I opened my eyes and smiled at her. She was sitting cross-legged about a yard away from me on the plush cushion, her palms resting upturned on her knees and her eyes closed. The smell of burning incense filled the air, pricking my nose and stinging my eyes. It was almost too bad there were no windows here in the meditation room, but the small circular chamber was designed to be as isolated from the distractions of the palace as possible. The enchantment in the walls blocked out all sound, and the faint glow of the runes etched into the ceiling was supposed to help stimulate deep thought. 
Not that I’d bother wasting my time looking at them when I could fixate on the woman in front of me instead. She was wearing her normal blue priestly vestments, and as usual I was having trouble taking my eyes off the Sorokar brand. It really did look good on her stomach, framed in that lovely expanse between her waist and ribs.
“Think of your memories as an intersection of many great rivers leading to a single ocean,” Sariss said. “From the sea, you can’t tell the water apart. But if you move upstream and find the specific current you’re looking for, you will be able to master any school of magic you desire.”
Not any magic, I corrected silently. I’d heard about a hundred lectures on the dangers of Palerending from my various instructors over the years. While all shadow magic was frowned upon by the Grand Magistrix and her disciples at the Spire of Sorcery, there was a vast chasm between the subtle channeling techniques of the drow and reaching through the Pale to make pacts with the horrors on the other side.
In theory, even a Nugûl without sorcery could make a pact with such an entity, gaining power for a price. House Tynov had accused Krynn’s family of doing exactly that—they simply refused to believe that such a minor house could spawn a dragon without help. Despite the fact that House Mandar had been exonerated, the whispers still followed him to this day. 
With my draconic abilities, I had never been the least bit tempted, but if I’d been a middling sorcerer without dragon blood…
Well, thank the Seven that wasn’t a choice I’d ever have to make. 
“Do you feel the sea?” Sariss asked. 
“I do,” I said. “It’s the inlets that are the problem.”
“Just take it slowly. The moment you find a cross-current, follow the flow and see where it takes you.”
Nodding, I drew a breath through my nose. Like she recommended, I focused first upon the sea of power surrounding me, then searched for any inlets and rivers I might follow. But no matter how hard I looked, I couldn’t see beyond the ocean. I could feel and hear the arcane energy buzzing at my fingertips, but I had no idea how to shape it into anything besides the simplest burst of energy or sustained source of light. 
It was, I knew, a fairly normal experience for sorcerers without formal training. Most needed years of tutelage before they could properly channel basic spells, and for those to whom it came more naturally, their gift was almost a curse. They could be a danger to themselves and others, either by invoking the wrath of the Flensing and burning themselves out or by unleashing power they couldn’t contain. 
The trouble was, I’d had all the training I could ever want. And more to the point, I was a dragon. Magic should have come naturally to me. Shapeshifting certainly had; I barely needed to think about it anymore. And I knew for a fact that there were sorcerers in my bloodline so powerful they had been able to combine schools of magic to unleash truly devastating spells. Air and blood magic to steal the very wind from a foe’s lungs; arcane and fire magic to conjure a searing burst of energy that could travel through time itself; earth and primal magic to animate an icy construct of tremendous destructive fury…
The possibilities were nearly endless. And yet for whatever reason, I couldn’t find that knowledge in my blood. 
Distantly, I wondered if my ancestors were as upset about my mixed heritage as the nobility. Perhaps the great Garduin Sorokar, dragon sorcerer of legend, had decided to seal off his blood memories out of spite that one of his great-grandchildren had emerged from the belly of a drow concubine. 
“My lord?”
My eyes shot open to find Sariss looking back at me, her face creased with concern. 
“Sorry,” I croaked. “Did you say something?”
The corner of her mouth quirked upward. “I said many things,” she replied mildly. “Did any of the techniques work?”
I cleared my throat. “Uh…I’m afraid not. I don’t know why, but I’ve always struggled to connect with my blood legacy.”
“Except for the dragon part,” she said, smiling. “Which is the most important skill.”
“Yes, but I still shouldn’t neglect my sorcery,” I said. “I know the potential is there. One day, I suppose…”
“There are other techniques we could try,” Sariss said. “To tap into your ancestral memories, it may help to increase your bloodflow.”
I arched an eyebrow. “How would we do that?”
A coquettish smile tugged at her lips. “I know a few secret tricks to get it pumping to all the right places.”
“Really,” I mused, rising from my cushion and then offering a hand to help her up. “I’d like to know more about these if you have another lesson prepared.”
“Not as a lecture,” Sariss purred, looping her arms around my neck. “It’s something I’ll have to show you.”
She kissed me. The heat of her slender body enveloped me, and I reached down to her thighs and hoisted her up into my arms. By design, there was very little in this room aside from the cushions, the candles, and the altar of Solterys on the back wall. I was tempted to carry her all the way back to my bedchambers and spend the entire afternoon making love to her. 
But that was halfway across the palace, and I was hard now. So instead, I shuffled over to the lone supply cabinet on the wall and set her down on the edge. 
“Hope the wood is sturdy,” I said, sliding my hands into her blue robes in search of her panties. “If you know any spells to reinforce it, now is the time.”
“Nnn,” Sariss moaned as she kissed my neck. “I knew I should have relieved you again this morning. That must be why you can’t concentrate.”
“Oh, I was relieved,” I assured her. “Didn’t the Vaz Gorati teach you how frisky dragons can get?”
“They did,” she breathed. “And I am prepared.”
She yelped in delight when I snapped the drawstring of her panties and tossed them aside. In the future, I wondered if it might be worth having my wives get glamour stones of their own. That, or perhaps just stop bothering with underwear until after they were pregnant…
It took but a heartbeat to open the front of my trousers to free my rapidly swelling manhood. As I did so, Sariss perched her ankles up on my shoulders to give me full, unrestricted access to her slick, waiting cunt. 
“Please, do not restrain yourself, my lord,” she panted as I pushed the tip against her folds. “Your pleasure is paramount. My body is merely a vessel for your—oh!”
She yelped when I pushed inside her, and again when I bottomed out, hilting myself with a single rough, possessive buck. Her core spasmed as I began to take her, hands squeezing my arms ever more tightly as I thrust within her clinging, silky depths. We had only been married for a few days now, yet she had already made it abundantly clear that I could and should call upon her for release at a moment’s notice, not merely when we were in bed together in the morning or at night. Even if she was at the temple of Lahara, I shouldn’t hesitate to come find her. 
The temple sisters will understand, she’d told me. To relieve a dragon is a sacred charge. 
Thus far, I liked to think that I’d shown considerable restraint. Until now I had only taken her at night, though I had definitely fantasized about visiting her at the temple to appreciate how eagerly she’d drag me into one of the confessionals and drop to her knees…
It was her cunt I wanted right now, though, and I fucked it as hard and fast as I could.
“Ngn!” Sariss whimpered as our flesh slapped together, her feet bouncing helplessly in the air by my ears. “My lord…my dragon…”
The wood proved sturdier than it looked after all. No matter how hard I pounded her, it refused to buckle, and it wasn’t long until I filled her womb with another batch of the dragon seed she so desperately craved. Even as we both came down, our lips locked and my cock still nestled inside her, I started to wonder how long I should wait before I offered to take her as a dragon knight rather than merely a man. 
The cabinet definitely wouldn’t survive that.
We had only just disengaged, with Sariss dropping to her knees about to take my glistening shaft in her mouth, when a knock sounded at the door. I knew who it had be before I looked through the pinhole to see Karethys waiting outside. 
“I beg my lord’s forgiveness,” she said when I opened the door, eyes down and arms held out at her sides. “But Captain Lathriel has arrived and wishes to speak with you.”
“Ah, good,” I said. “Tell her I’ll meet her in my chambers in a few minutes.”
“The captain said it was urgent, my lord,” Karethys said. “She wanted to meet you on the aviary. But if you wish, I shall—”
“No, that’s fine,” I said, my stomach suddenly tightening. I hadn’t heard from her since I’d instructed her to deliver my message to the Vorskai. Had something gone wrong? Had she not been able to deliver it after all?
“I need to get back to the temple anyway,” Sariss said, crouching to recover the remnants of her torn panties. She made no effort whatsoever to conceal what she was carrying as she glided toward us, skin glistening with sweat. “And I could use your help cleaning up first, my dear.”
Karethys lifted her violet eyes and blinked. “O-of course, mistress. Whatever the First Wife requires.”
“Come along, then,” she said, smiling at me and caressing my cheek as she walked past. “We can both see our lord again tonight.”
[image: image-placeholder]Lathriel was pacing back and forth across the aviary when I arrived, her arms crossed and her face tight with concern. My pulse quickened at the sight of her, but not for the usual reasons. If my plan to message the Vorskai had failed…
“Captain,” I called out as I headed her direction. Her wyvern was off to my right in one of the roosts with several of the stable hands taking care of him. 
“My prince,” she replied, bowing lower than she normally did when it was just the two of us. “I bring news.”
“Good.” I halted in front of her, eyebrows raised. “Though the palace would be a more comfortable and private place for a conversation.”
“I know. But I wasn’t planning to stay long.”
I nodded, trying to appear calmer than I felt. She didn’t seem panicked, but she was definitely tense. Nervous, even. Both were wildly out of character. 
“All right,” I said. “What news do you bring?”
Lathriel tossed a glance to either side, but we were a solid fifty feet away from anyone, and with the wind as strong as it was today, there was virtually no chance anyone could overhear us if we were speaking at normal volume, let alone hushed tones. 
“I delivered the message,” she said. “The Vorskai will be at Dragonfall midday tomorrow.”
I let out a relieved breath. “Good,” I said, wondering why she looked anxious if everything had gone as planned. “Well done.” 
She smiled thinly. “I told you I’d never let you down. And I don’t intend to start now.”
“I never doubted you for a moment. Did you have any trouble getting it to them?” 
“Not really,” she said, pushing her chestnut hair out of her eyes. “The messenger told me where I could go and who I could talk to. The Vorskai seemed to be expecting something like this.”
“Not surprising after what he told us.” I paused. “I suppose the only remaining question is whether or not they show up.”
“They will. And I think they’ll bring their alleged dragon girl, too.” 
I held back a grimace when Krynn’s words echoed through my mind. If they’re stupid enough to put their dragon right in front of us, we can kill her and wipe them out. The Vorskai problem gets solved, and you prove yourself a worthy Sovereign.
“More good news,” I said. “But you still seem concerned.”
“Going to the summit is a big risk for everyone,” Lathriel said. “But especially you. If you’d like, I could come along. I could hang back on Vilyanos where they’d never see me, or scout the valley before—”
“No,” I said, waving off her concern. “I appreciate the offer, but this will be easier if I don’t have to worry about protecting anyone else.”
“I’m a captain in the Skywatch,” she scowled. “I can take care of myself!”
“I know, but Krynn is going to come with me. The two of us can handle anything.”
Lathriel blinked. “You’re both going? The only two dragons in Abethaal?”
“Not the only two. My father isn’t invited.”
“You know what I meant. Isn’t that risky? If the Vorskai have something treacherous planned…”
“Then we’re still better off facing it together,” I said, echoing the same argument Krynn had used to convince me. “And if they do try something, well…”
“Goddess have mercy on their souls,” Lathriel said. 
I nodded gravely. The thought of being forced to repeat my father’s slaughter turned my stomach, and I prayed to Lahara that it wouldn’t be necessary. But I knew I needed to be prepared for anything, including a bloody, fiery massacre. 
“For what it’s worth,” Lathriel said softly, “I’m very proud of you for being willing to do this. To talk to them, I mean. I don’t think anyone else would have bothered.”
“Probably not,” I agreed, shivering as a chilly breeze kicked across the aviary. “And no one will be happy when they learn about the meeting.”
“When they do, they’ll try to stop whatever you start. You realize that, right?”
“I do. But if I set things in motion properly, there won’t be anything they can do about it. Not before I become Sovereign.” 
“I hope you’re right,” she said grimly. “A lot can happen in a few months.”
“I know. But I want to start my reign with something important—something that will really make a difference. I can’t think of anything better than this.”
Lathriel eyed me for a long moment. “There are times when I can’t decide if your optimism is foolish or infectious.”
“Well, has it spread to you?” I asked with a smirk. 
“Maybe it has,” she replied with a thin smile. “Do you have plans tonight?”
I started. It was, without a doubt, the absolute last thing I expected her to ask. 
“Erm…nothing I can’t change,” I managed. “Unless you’re looking for another rematch in the Razorback Run. I think I may have to lay off the death-defying stunts for a while, on the advice of a certain Skywatch Captain.”
“Nothing like that,” she assured me. “It’s something a lot…quieter.”
“Oh?”
She brushed a brown tress out of her face again. “Just a little jaunt to an isolated spot I think you’d like. It’s not a short trip, though—it’s almost directly south of Tiralis in the Godsworn Rise.”
“Interesting,” I said. “Is it—”
“It’s nowhere close to Dragonfall, don’t worry,” she said. “I’ve never found any other place like it. I think it will be a nice relaxing spot to chat.”
I couldn’t help but be amused that she suddenly seemed unable to meet my gaze. “All right. Why not?” 
She smiled again, almost sheepishly, then glanced across the aviary to her wyvern. “There is one issue, though,” she said. “Vilyanos is exhausted from being out on patrol all day. So…I’ll need another mount. Assuming you have one to spare.”
My pulse quickened. “I might have one you can ride,” I said, trying to keep my voice level. “He’s bigger than you’re used to, but he’s smooth and gentle. If you’re able to handle the girth.”
Lathriel groaned. “I already regret asking.”
I chuckled, and her hazel eyes finally rediscovered the courage to meet mine. I held them for a few heartbeats, then raised a finger. “This is actually a perfect opportunity to give the gift I’ve been holding. You’ll love it, I promise.”
I jogged over to the stable hands and instructed them to fetch my surprise. Three of them carried it out of storage, and I had the satisfaction of watching Lathriel gasp in surprise when she saw it. 
“Grishnok hide, just like you wanted,” I said, pointing at the massive leather saddle. “Though I’m sad to say it isn’t fitted for a wyvern.”
“Sanathar’s breath,” she whispered, gliding forward to place her hands on the soft, polished leather once the servants carefully set it down and backed off. The saddle was longer than she was tall, with all the proper enchanted straps to ensure the safety of the rider. The leatherworkers had included double quivers for arrows as well enough space for personal equipment on the back. I’d also arranged for the delicate embroidery along the seat to be stitched by one of the grand artisans at the temple of Zinshasa. 
“Well?” I prompted as she looked it over. “What do you think?”
“It’s incredible,” she breathed. “But how did you get it made so quickly?”
I shrugged. “I’ve had the tanners working on it for a month now. The artificers only finished the enchantments yesterday.”
“A month?” 
“I’d been planning to make that bet with you for a while,” I replied with a smirk. “And I figured it would take about that long before you realized you couldn’t win the race unless you were on my back.”
She groaned again, though this time it melted into a smile before she’d finished. I let her inspect the saddle for several minutes with her expert eye, and just as I’d hoped, she didn’t find a single flaw. Thank the Goddess for that—the thing had cost a small fortune. 
“All that’s left is to make sure it’s comfortable,” I said. “Ready?”
“Definitely,” she said. 
My vision went dark as my flesh transformed to scales and my bones grew and snapped into their new configuration. Even after just two short days cooped up in the palace, it was liberating to stretch my wings again. Once I’d shifted, I leaned down to allow the servants to attach the saddle. It fit as well as I’d hoped. 
“It looks good on you,” Lathriel said, sliding her hands along the black scales of my flank before she put her boot in the stirrup. She slung her leg over me with cool faeyn grace, then took a moment to secure her equipment. Her sword, her bow, her supply pouch…there was space for all of them, and straps specifically designed to keep them safe but accessible. 
“Well?” I asked, barely able to see her out of the corner of my eye. “Do you like it?”
“It’s perfect…except for one thing.”
“Which is?”
“I didn’t win our bet,” Lathriel said. “You didn’t owe me a saddle.”
I chuckled as I rose up to my full height. “The Black Prince is known for his generosity. Now hang on.”
Rushing across the length of the aviary to build up speed, I leapt off the edge and flapped my wings to climb into the cloudless blue heavens. I was half tempted to loop around the city or maybe perform a few stunts to show off, but I decided that the best way to impress her would be to prove I was a faster and more comfortable ride than her wyvern. And so, the moment I’d gained enough altitude, I stilled my wings and soared straight over the city and smoothly as I could. 
I could almost hear Elyon complaining about my unscheduled departure, and I knew my mother wouldn’t be happy about me disappearing for half the day, either. But I didn’t particularly care what they thought. Sometimes, everyone needed a reminder that I was a Wyrm Lord. I went wherever I wanted, whenever I wanted, with whoever I wanted. 
The skies belonged to me. 
[image: image-placeholder]Lathriel and I eventually left the protection of the Cradle and headed south over the plains. I found myself curious how much a professional rider might try to steer me compared to Sariss, who probably thought the very idea of giving a command to a dragon was ludicrous. But Lathriel was a genuine mystery. 
I didn’t get my answer when we passed over the fertile plains or when we crossed the dry, cracked expanse of the Droughtlands. But when the imperious wall of mountains called the Godsworn Rise became visible on the horizon, she finally started to nudge me toward our mysterious destination. 
I followed her lead, smiling inwardly when I felt the subtle press of her boots against my scaly flanks. A habit of spurring her wyvern, no doubt, but my back was so much larger—and my scales so much thicker—she couldn’t exactly use her heels to direct me in the same way. 
She steered me west over the mountains for several dozen miles until I spotted a huge tower wedged in a narrow valley. From a distance, the structure could have been one of the Seven Spires in Tel Kithas. I could certainly see the similarities in architecture. Up close, however, the damage from time and exposure to the elements was laid bare. What had once been an impressive, five-story building at the valley’s peak was now little more than a crumbling ruin from a bygone age. 
The top, originally an impenetrable dome of polished, smooth white stone, had cracked in half like an egg, but Lathriel seemed to want me to land inside the opening. Before touching down, I made it a point to decelerate as much as I could without falling from the sky, wondering if the stone would shatter around my claws and collapse beneath us. But the structure didn’t buckle or rumble when I landed; evidently, the old stone was more resilient than I thought. 
“Come here often?” I asked, my booming voice echoing a bit as I peered around the gloom. It seemed like this level might have been an observatory for stargazing at one time, though after millennia of rain and snow, the walls and floor had been scrubbed clean. All that remained were patches of hardy moss. 
“No,” Lathriel said, hopping down from the saddle. “I only found this place about a year ago. I’ve brought Vilyanos here a few times since. The view of the valley to the south is quite nice.”
“So it is,” I said, swiveling my head in that direction. The lush, fertile valley below us was a striking contrast to the Droughtlands on the northern side of the Rise, and from the way it gradually declined in altitude as it snaked south, this could have been an ancient retreat for someone. Or a holy site for a religious pilgrimage through the mountains. 
“There’s a lake farther down with cool, clean water. We could see it later if you wanted.”
“Perhaps, but I’m dying to know the answer to a question first.”
She glanced back at me. “Oh?”
“Am I more or less comfortable than your wyvern?”
Lathriel chuckled. “I’m going to regret telling you this, but you’re definitely smoother. Especially over long distances.” She arched a brow. “Then again, he is easier to control. Am I even allowed to give you orders?”
“Just call it ‘guidance’ and you’re safe.”
“Mm,” she murmured. “I’m not sure that pretty priestess of yours would approve of even that much. She seems convinced you can do no wrong.”
“Well, you aren’t her,” I said, settling down on my belly. “My ego isn’t so sensitive I can’t take advice. I hope you understand that by now.”
“I’m beginning to.” Lathriel eyed me for another moment, the left corner of her lips lifted in a wry grin, before she eventually nodded at my body with her chin. “If you want to look around, you’ll have to shrink. A dragon can’t fit down the stairs.”
“Good point.”
“Let me help with the saddle.”
“That won’t be necessary.”
Taking a deep breath, I shifted back into my true form. The saddle fell to the floor around me as I shrank, saving us the trouble of bothering with the straps. At least until we decided to leave. I had to climb out from underneath it almost like a tiny fort. 
“If only there were a way to shrink it, too,” I said. 
“That would be convenient,” Lathriel said, her eyes lingering on my naked body just long enough for me to notice before I conjured my earlier outfit with my glamour stone. “The drow have ways to do it. I’ve seen a shadow knight summon her armor with a snap of her fingers.”
“Not in front of the Vaz Gorati, I hope,” I said. “Conjuration requires reaching through the Veil, and you never know what you might find on the other side.”
“If that’s true, I’m surprised the Empire lets them get away with it.”
“House Teviss is one of the last loyal drow families. Even the Vaz Gorati are wary of driving them to Sulinor with the rest of their kind.”
Stretching out my arms and neck, I examined our surroundings more closely. Stylistically, the vast, circular chamber looked similar to the entry halls of the Seven Spires. The floor seemed as if it had once been painted with symbols or glyphs, but it was so badly cracked and worn after thousands of years of erosion there wasn’t much left. The six statues spaced around the sides of the room were in better shape, enough to distinguish that the six beings they represented—three men and three women—were all unique.
The first of the three males was tall, muscular, and clad in the heavy armor and shield of a knight, while the second was a robed figure holding the remnants of a small hourglass. The last statue was in the worst shape overall, though it held a mighty two-handed blade with a disembodied eye at the center of the crossguard. 
The female figures were similarly varied, with one clad in light armor and carrying a bow and another wearing little but a loose robe. The final statue was the one I recognized best. The statue’s armor was covered in tiny eyes, as if it were made of spiders. 
The Old Gods.
The ancient peoples of the world, dustborn and elves alike, all seemed to have worshiped variations of these beings, albeit often under different names. Some modern cultures still did, including many chagarri and orcs. Many drow did as well, but they weren’t foolish enough to express such beliefs in public.
After all, the Vaz Gorati had spent thousands of years ruthlessly snuffing out all worship of the Old Gods. No one wanted to end up the victim of one of their inquisitions. Despite this, the Spider Queen remained important in many drow customs. 
“This was once a chamber of worship,” Lathriel said, drifting to the center of the room. “For thousands of years, supplicants would come here to kneel before the Six Gods and beg them for power.”
I nodded as I stopped in front of the male statue with the large sword. The engravings were no longer readable, but I recognized the sigil of Dathiel the Watcher. 
“Sounds humiliating,” I commented. “To prostrate yourself before cold, unfeeling beings and hope they reward your submission.”
“Yes, it is.”
I frowned at the sudden shift in her tone. She had moved beneath the crumbling statue of the female with the bow—Shalassa the Moonmaiden, a mysterious deity who occupied a similar place in the world to Aluthil, the Dragon Apostle of Light. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked. 
“Do you really not see it?” Lathriel asked. 
“See what?”
She sighed. “What are Presentations besides worship rituals where supplicants kneel before their masters and hope to be given a taste of their power?”
“It’s hardly the same thing.”
“Why not? Those girls shamelessly parade themselves before a dragon hoping he will bless them with his power. And if he refuses, they go home with nothing.”
Lathriel’s expression wilted. “In ancient times, a person could come to a temple, petition the gods, and receive powers she could use to help her people. It didn’t matter who she was, only if she was worthy. And if she ever misused them, if she ever harmed the people she was supposed to protect, the gods could take that power away from her. It couldn’t be abused.”
“That’s assuming the gods she prayed to are benevolent,” I pointed out. “If the stories are true, the Old Gods liked to pit their servants against one another.”
Reaching out, Lathriel traced her fingertip along the limb of the ancient stone bow. “I don’t know what they were like. I suppose no one does. But you have to admit, there’s an appeal in being rewarded for serving something greater than yourself. Something that will outlive you.”
“I can understand that,” I said, moving over to stand next to her. “Is that why you joined the Skywatch? To serve something greater?”
“It’s one reason,” Lathriel replied quietly. 
I let the silence linger, waiting for her to continue rather than pushing. From the way she was acting, this was clearly more than a little tour of an ancient ruin she’d stumbled upon. 
“I have to tell you something,” she said. “You aren’t going to like it.”
“You can tell me anything,” I assured her. “Whether I like it or not.”
I had hoped my words would help set her at ease. But when her expression hardened, it seemed like they’d had the opposite effect. 
“There’s a reason I’ve been hesitant to accept your proposal,” she said. “An actual reason, not because I’m trying to be difficult.”
I stayed silent, ready to give her whatever time she needed. But with each passing second, I felt my stomach tightening in concern. 
“I enjoy spending time with you, Alamir,” Lathriel whispered. “You’re different than so many others. Adventurous, kind, charming…”
“Handsome,” I added. “As long as I’m wearing a shirt.”
She snorted into a smile. “Even when you aren’t. Maybe especially when you aren’t.”
I smiled back at her, content to enjoy the beauty of her face. But then her smile faded again, and she abruptly glanced away. 
“I know this is an important time for you,” she went on. “Feels like everyone is watching, here and across the Empire. So I didn’t—I don’t—want to risk sabotaging your position. If people knew about me, the political damage would be—”
“I told you before, I don’t care what the nobles think,” I said. “It doesn’t matter that you’re faeyn or—”
“That’s not what I mean,” Lathriel said. A short, tense breath. “The problem is that I’ve met with the Sarodihm.”
My heart froze in my chest. “What?”
“I’m not a member,” she hastily clarified, raising her hands defensively. “I’ve never done anything for them or even talked about helping them. I’ve just…well, I know a few of them. And we speak now and then.”
A hard lump formed in my throat. The Sarodihm, the Godsworn for whom these mountains had been named in ages past, had been trying to overthrow the Wyrm Lords and free the Old Gods from their prison within the Pale for thousands of years. Helping them in any way was treason against the Empire, not to mention sacrilege in the eyes of the Vaz Gorati. If the Great Houses or the Council of Wyrms believed I had any sympathy for them at all…
Lathriel was right about the political damage it would cause. 
“I don’t understand,” I whispered. “Why?”
She swallowed so hard it looked like she choked. “If you can’t understand why their message would appeal to a faeyn girl without a noble house, I may not be able to explain.”
“Try. Please.”
Lathriel exhaled slowly. “I don’t know anything about the Old Gods. I certainly don’t know if the stories about them are real. But the heart of the Sarodihm message is that someone born without a spark of magic in their veins can still be worth something. That if you appeal to a higher power and serve your people faithfully, you will be given the strength to make a difference. To someone who grew up like I did, that’s…enticing.”
I forced myself to stay calm and not overreact. “You grew up in Tir Fallas, right?”
“Yes, on the outskirts of the city. When I was still a little girl, my family started preparing me to become a concubine. They said I was too pretty to waste on anything else, and that it would be the best way to help the family. The coin I could earn serving a house scion for a few decades could provide for my family’s future.”
The pain and hurt in her voice tugged at me. I fought the urge to wrap my arms around her.
Lathriel grimaced. “But my brother was a ranger serving in the city watch. I told him I wanted to learn how to fight, and he spent his nights showing me everything he’d been taught. It all came naturally to me, and I loved it.”
“But your family didn’t,” I said soberly. 
“No. But it didn’t matter. My brother helped me leave the moment I was old enough, and I arrived here in Abethaal with enough training to join the city guard at Mith Tavar and eventually the Skywatch.”
She stared at the statue of Shalassa for what seemed like a small eternity before she spoke again.
“Everyone needs a cause to believe in,” she said. “For a time, I took meaning in seeing myself as a victim. I wasn’t a highborn Avetharri, I wasn’t a sorcerer, I wasn’t anything special. The Sarodihm offer a lot to someone like that.”
“They offer lies,” I said, firmly. “About a past that never was and a future that will never be.”
Lathriel shrugged. “Eventually, I decided I was sick of feeling and acting helpless. I worked hard to get where I am—I’m the best rider in the Skywatch. And I make no apologies for it.”
“Nor should you.”
Swallowing again, she finally turned back to look at me. “I eventually got over the self-pity, but that doesn’t mean I still don’t want a purpose. Or a cause to believe in.”
“And that’s the Godsworn?”
“No,” Lathriel said, shaking her head. “It’s you.”
She walked over to me and placed her hand on my chest. I could feel the warmth of her fingers through the illusory tunic. 
“You told me before that Abethaal will be a very different place once you’re done with it. I used to think that was bluster to get me on my back. But reaching out to the humans when everyone else wants to destroy them…I’m starting to think you might actually mean it.”
“I do.”
She leaned closer. “It won’t be easy.”
“Nothing worth doing is.”
“They will try to stop you. The Great Houses, the Vaz Gorati, even the Empire.”
I placed my hand on her forearm and squeezed. “Let them try.”
Lathriel stared hard at me with her twinkling hazel eyes, then slowly stretched up to kiss me.
A man can learn everything he needs to know about a woman the first time she kisses him, Valion Sorokar had once told me during one of the inevitable, awkward father-son conversations we had when I came of age. How confident she is, how experienced she is…but most of all, how sincere she is. There is no greater gulf than the one between a house scion kissing her Sovereign to earn his favor and a woman kissing her lover because she can’t stand the thought of being apart.
It wasn’t until now, as Lathriel’s lips touched mine, that I understood what he’d meant. Her hands gently cradled my head, pulling us more tightly together, and she pressed her whole body into me as if I could swallow it as easily as her tongue.
My own hands began to roam down her sides until they reached the stretch of bare, creamy flesh beneath her breastplate. I had been dreaming about sliding my fingers along her smooth skin for months. It would have been so easy to lower my hands a few more inches where I could grab her by the thighs and hoist her up into my arms just like I’d done with Sariss this morning. Lathriel’s leather skirt surely wouldn’t be much of an impediment, and my dragon blood was already burning hot in my veins, practically commanding me to claim her. I could be inside her in moments… 
But I forced myself to be patient. Lathriel wasn’t my wife or my concubine. We had never been together, and I wasn’t about to let my lust ruin this moment. I controlled my dragon blood, not the other way around. 
“Nn,” Lathriel moaned when she finally pulled away, her hands drifting down from my head to my shoulders, and then on to my biceps. “Why are you wearing a shirt?”
I snorted into a chuckle. “Last time, you told me to—”
“Get rid of it,” she said, fingertips sinking through the illusion and onto my flesh. “All of it.”
If Sariss had been here, she might have seen fit to remind Lathriel that a young Skywatch Captain had no business giving her dragon orders. She might have even wanted to discipline a potential wife or such a slight.
But Sariss wasn’t here. And looking deep into Lathriel’s eyes, seeing the barely contained lust swirling within, I realized that having a woman tell me exactly what she wanted wasn’t such a bad thing after all.
Touching the glamour stone, I dismissed the entire illusory outfit. “Better?”
Her fingers dug into my muscles as if testing their strength. And when they met stiff resistance, I swore I saw her entire body shiver. 
But before I could smile down at her, Lathriel kissed me again. She moaned as we shared breaths, her hands rabidly exploring my chest. Mine returned to her sides to appreciate the sleek, soft curves of the flat stomach I’d been yearning to touch—and kiss, and eventually brand—ever since we’d first met. 
But I needed more. My fingers crawled their way up across the cold metal of her breastplate until they reached the straps holding it in place. I hadn’t worn armor myself in quite some time, but I knew my way around well enough to unclasp the buckles holding it in place. 
There was no way to get it off her without help, but Lathriel reacted so quickly she had obviously been waiting for me to finish fiddling. Pulling our lips apart, she deftly pulled her arms back and through the breastplate to slide out of it, then almost violently swatted it out of my hands before pouncing back upon me as if she needed my mouth to breathe. The green cloth bandeau she swore beneath the armor was much easier to remove, and when I cast it aside, I had the pleasure of feeling her bare breasts press directly into my chest. 
My hands resumed their exploration of her back, appreciating the smooth yet sculpted feminine curves. Eventually, I traced my fingers back up along her sides until they found her breasts, and she gasped into my mouth when I gently squeezed the tender flesh. 
I felt a shudder of delight cascade through her, and it was only then I realized that her own fingers had completed their journey across my chest and moved to her leather skirt. They frantically worked at her belt and pushed it from her hips with a subtle yet powerful shove. 
The short glimpse I got was enough to see she’d taken her underwear with it. 
My impulse to lift her up into my arms grew stronger. My pulse raced, and the dragon inside me was more desperate to claim her than ever. The blood was more than merely ancestral memories; it was a primal, animalistic force yearning to seize control and take what was mine. 
I wanted those flexible legs of hers wrapped around my waist; I wanted to feel my manhood plunging into the tight, fiery cauldron of her faeyn cunt. Most of all, though, I wanted to see the joy on her face—and hear the gasp from her lips—when her prince took her for the first time.
But Lathriel was the one who finally broke our embrace, and leaned back just far enough we could look into each other’s eyes. 
“I want you on your back,” she breathed. 
My brows lifted in unison. “Isn’t that my line?”
Flashing me an impish smirk, she hooked her foot behind mine and gave my chest a rough shove, tripping me as I stumbled backward. 
I landed on the rough stone floor with a thud, but before I could get annoyed, Lathriel pounced on top of me. The sight of her in a gloom that was as clear to my drow eyes as daylight, her upper and lower body completely bared, completely perfect, robbed me of speech. Straddling my waist, she leaned forward, her brown hair spilling down over both of us in an intimate curtain as she brought her face close to mine. 
“I thought you wanted me to ride you?” she teased, then leaned in to kiss me yet again. 
My hands settled upon the leggings still encasing her flesh from the knee down. Her silky thighs were every bit as smooth as I’d imagined. The heat of her sex was like a torch blazing mere inches from my cock, and by Zinshasa, I couldn’t wait to get burned. 
A moan escaped me as she lowered her pelvis to press her soaked, satin-soft labia against the length of my shaft. 
Lathriel began churning her hips against me as we kissed, grinding against my manhood without quite letting it slip inside. In retaliation, I brought my hands up to her tits to give them a squeeze, triggering another pleased gasp. Taking the initiative, I broke our embrace and nudged her chest back enough that I could lean up and take her breasts in my mouth one after the other. She bit down on her lip, and her thighs clamped against my hips as a surge of pleasure shot through her body. 
“Oh, gods,” she breathed, closing her eyes. I was more than happy to take the cue, lathering each pink nipple with my eager tongue. Once again, I couldn’t help but consider myself fortunate to have had such a good teacher. Lathriel, just like Sariss, was about to benefit from my bedroom education. 
If she weren’t already on top of me, I would have gladly kissed my way down her abdomen to dine upon her flower, but I was content to wait. She clearly wanted to show me what made her such a skillful rider, and I wasn’t about to interrupt. 
She churned her hips again, bringing her womanhood closer to my cock. Then, reaching between us, she guided my swollen tip toward her slit. And when her eyes fluttered back open and she looked down at me, I could tell I had awakened a hunger deep inside her. 
A hunger that could only be satisfied by dragon cock. 
Lathriel eased me inside. Her gloriously tight heat enveloped me, and I enjoyed every moment of watching my manhood gradually vanish within her folds. She seemed unable to keep her eyes open despite her best efforts, and the subtle gasps and moans escaping from her lips grew louder and louder.
“Nn…oh…” she moaned, straightening up. “Oh, gods…ngnn!”
At first, it didn’t seem like she would possibly be able to take all of me inside her. But Lathriel wasn’t the type of girl who gave up easily, and she began to gently roll her hips again, pulling me in and out in an effort to take more of me with each thrust. It was a slow process, not so different than breaking in a new throat, but every moment inside her molten depths was paradise. I could feel my stem stretching her walls and her body quivering around me. And then, in a final determined push, she impaled herself fully upon me. 
“Yes…oh…!” Lathriel whimpered, once again leaning down to bring our lips together. I drank her in, happy to stay inside her as long as she wanted. Even when her abdomen wasn’t clenching, I could feel the walls of her cunt crushing me in their loving vise. 
It was slow process, little more than a subtle rolling of her hips. I responded to her movements, thrusting my own hips upward in rhythm with hers. I could feel her heart pounding against me. 
I slid my hands along her sculpted back but kept my embrace loose, letting her know I appreciated her closeness while leaving her the freedom to retake control when she was ready. My shaft sawed within her sex, never withdrawing more than halfway, as our tongues swirled and danced. 
The slow pace was maddening, especially as I could feel her body beginning to loosen and adjust, yet I held my desires in check. What mattered was being with her, in her, at whatever pace she needed. 
Before long, she leaned all the way upright for the second time. Her fingernails raked across my chest as mine returned to her sides, and then, with a steely expression of resolve on her face, she began to ride me like she’d promised. 
She bounced her body up and down, allowing my cock to slide out of her before ramming back in. Her abs tightened as she commanded her carnal walls to stroke me, milk me. I enjoyed every bounce, every pull and push, as I reached up to fondle her tits, circling their hardened peaks with my thumbs.
Her panting grew shorter, more ragged. My skin tingled as my blood began to roar with the need for more. More of this, more of her—all of her. 
I beat back the primal haze that tried to engulf my mind, setting threadbare discipline against the storm of sensations from our joining. The heavenly slide of her flesh along my shaft threatened to undo me, and it only became harder to resist when I felt her inner walls suddenly contract. 
Between the crushing pull of her sex and the sight of her athletic body writhing atop me, I knew I couldn’t hold out. A warning flared in the back of my mind about how a dragon should never spill inside a woman he hadn’t collared or branded…
But it was gone as quickly as it arrived, and the moment Lathriel threw back her head and cried out in climax, I erupted inside her. 
My hands gripped her hips with bruising strength as I lost myself to my instincts, making sure every spurt went as deep into that perfect heat as possible. From the way her walls rippled around me, her body seemed intent on the same goal.
She collapsed atop me once we were spent, her hair spilling around us like a chestnut blanket. I held her against me as we caught our breath, my hand sliding across the sheen of sweat on her back. 
“Still think I’m a smooth ride?” I asked. 
She groaned in exasperation as she leaned up enough that she could look into my eyes again, but her smile betrayed her. “Shut up and kiss me.”
I did. All night. 




Interlude

The Vorskai


“But this time,” Tyris said. “You will kill him.” 
Rasmus stared at the Vorskai delegation in disbelief. Luring the Dragon Sovereign into an ambush, hiring the Sorekûl Drakath to kill him…he almost had to admire their sheer gall. 
Almost. 
“Just like that, huh?” he asked, trying not to sound too sarcastic. “Kill a dragon with a flick of my wrist?”
“You are the Sorekûl Drakath,” the Mosh’Dalar replied. “A hunter of prey. A slayer of beasts. A warrior who has stood before a dragon and emerged victorious.”
And who barely remembers any of it, Raz thought dryly to himself. His battle with the last dragon had cost him his past and his future. Not that he expected the Vorskai to understand that. 
“I appreciate the confidence,” he said, trying not to sound too sarcastic, “but dragons aren’t the type of prey you can catch in a bear trap. Even if you lure the Sovereign to Dragonfall—even if you get him to land—it’s not as easy as walking up and jabbing him with a spear.”
“Yet you have killed one before,” Tyris said. “It can be done again.”
Raz pursed his lips, freshly annoyed at himself for coming down here in the first place. He had known all along that the Vorskai wouldn’t be able to match the bounty on Tyris, just like he’d known they wouldn’t actually have a plan to kill a dragon. There were multiple layers of stupidity here.
Unfortunately, since he was the one who had agreed to listen, it put him right on top. 
“Some will say I got lucky,” he told them. “Others will say it’s foolish to tempt fate twice.”
“But it is necessary,” Tyris said, eyeing him intently with those bright green eyes of hers. “Evil must be opposed. The Sovereign must be destroyed. You understand this as well as anyone.”
“I’m not his biggest admirer,” Raz admitted. “And I understand why your people hate him. But you might want to consider that despite everything that’s been done to you, he has bigger problems on his hands right now than a tribe of humans in the mountains. From what I hear, he’s facing tremendous opposition from his own people in the capital, and the Empire isn’t exactly fond of him, either. If you’re patient, the problem might take care of—”
“He will not rest until I am destroyed,” Tyris said. “You have seen this yourself.”
Raz pressed his tongue hard into the back of his teeth. It was potentially even worse than that, he knew. The bounty that the drow woman had given him at the Bloated Ogre specified that they wanted this girl alive, and from the way the Wyrmguard had acted at Siren Falls until she’d provoked them, they had wanted her alive as well. 
While it was conceivable that they simply hoped to torture information out of her, he doubted it. The Empire and the Sovereign would only go to this much trouble for one reason. 
They wanted to breed her. 
Bile rose in his throat. If Tyris really was a dragon, it meant that her womb was more valuable than her fancy sword or her magic or anything else. She could bear dragons, and while the Vaz Gorati would no doubt recoil at the dustborn taint in her blood, her human half might allow her to birth more children than a full-blooded elven female who typically only had two or three in a lifetime. 
Killing the Dragon Sovereign wouldn’t necessarily spare Tyris from that fate, Raz knew, especially if the Empire got involved directly. But throwing the province into chaos would definitely give her and the Vorskai a better chance of survival, at least in the short term.
In the long term, however, it would paint a target on their backs so big that no hole on earth would hide them. 
“The tyranny of the dragons must come to an end,” Tyris said. “But we need your help.”
“I understand that,” Raz said, swallowing the bile before he choked on it. “But I can’t wish the dragon dead, and I doubt he’ll agree to duel me in his elven form.”
“We will lure the dragon to you. And we will provide the weapon you require to kill him.”
Raz managed not to scoff in their faces. Oh, this should be good… 
Tyris looked at the Mosh’Dalar, and they seemed to exchange a few words in silence. The chieftain signaled to one of the young warriors at his side, who then unclipped something from his baldric and handed it over to her.
“The Avetharri believe we are too primitive to understand the secrets of artifice,” she said. “They are mistaken.”
In her hand was a small wooden case not unlike the ones Raz used to hold his own crossbow bolts, particularly the ones with specialized ammunition. When she opened it, both his pale eyebrows lifted in astonishment.
“Vatari bolts?” he asked, transfixed by the crystal-tipped bodkins. “But that’s…”
He trailed off as he carefully reached in and took out one of the bolts to inspect it further. He had long since learned the importance of carrying a wide variety of ammunition in his line of work, since he never knew if he’d need to penetrate flesh or armor or a thick carapace. And he always carried a few vatari bolts as well, since they could shred through Aetheric barriers as easily as linen curtains. 
But these weren’t steelhead bolts tipped with a pinch of vatari dust. In fact, they weren’t steel at all. 
They were adamantine. 
“How is this possible? Only the drow know how to mine and work adamantine.”
“The dark elves learned many secrets beneath the surface of the world,” Tyris said, smiling. “And so have we.”
Perhaps, Raz thought grimly, the Vorskai aren’t as unprepared as I thought. 
Most Avetharri metalworking was focused on moonsilver like the scimitars in his scabbard. The metal was light, sharp, and highly receptive to all types of artifice. Adamantine, by contrast, was heavy, difficult to work, and a pain in the ass to inscribe with runes. But the metal was also indestructible, and properly forged adamantine blades could carve through virtually anything. 
Including the scales of a dragon. 
“You can kill the Sovereign,” Tyris said. “And the Vorskai will be there alongside you.”
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Borkesh wasn’t around, but Raz swore he could hear his partner’s voice chiding him as he traveled deeper into the gorm tunnels alongside Tyris and the Vorskai chieftain. He had always thought of his orc partner as his conscience—not on the traditional axis of good and evil, but rather the axis of getting paid versus working for free. Any time Raz was tempted to do something charitable, Borkesh was there to remind him to ask him for payment in advance. It happened more often than either of them would care to admit. 
But the internal voice in Raz’s head wasn’t nearly as loud or compelling as when the orc was here in person. Perhaps that was why, despite all reason and good sense, Raz had agreed to follow the Vorskai back to their main camp rather than grab Tyris and drag her back to Tiralis and the bounty that was waiting for him. 
There was no other plausible explanation for why he had agreed to help these people. Raz certainly didn’t believe in prophecy—in fact, he typically reviled people who blindly trusted in divination magic. The Aether’s power was undeniable, but being able to catch glimpses of the future didn’t automatically grant a channeler the ability to properly interpret it. 
And it wasn’t as if he had never turned down a job before, either. Sure, Tyris was exceedingly beautiful, and sure, Raz had a particular soft spot for redheads. But he’d said no to women before. Not often, by any means, but sometimes. 
Yet here he was. 
Yes, this entire mess was definitely Borkesh’s fault. It had to be. 
Maybe this is the problem with knowing you’re going to die soon, Raz thought darkly to himself. You start getting reckless. And sentimental. And downright stupid. 
Raz festered in a pool of his own terrible judgment for many hours as Tyris and the Mosh’Dalar led him deeper into the gorm carved passages beneath the mountains. He had no way of measuring how far they were traveling, especially without sunlight or the horizon as a guide, but they kept up an impressive pace that wouldn’t have been possible beneath the blazing sun. He was grateful that his thresk seemed to have gotten over its initial fears about traveling underground, otherwise his legs would have been on fire from all the walking. 
The Vorskai didn’t have that problem. Only a handful were mounted, yet the rest weren’t even breathing hard. It was a damn impressive feat of endurance. He had no way of knowing exactly how far they traveled, but he wouldn’t have been surprised if it was several dozen miles before the cave split and they began their ascent back to the surface. It took another hour or so before daylight began filtering into the passage, and another hour after that, the group emerged into a narrow valley somewhere in the Godsworn Rise. 
The sun had already set by then, but Raz’s eyes had no trouble making out their surroundings. The valley was little more than a single stream of water snaking between a loose forest of tall pines, but it was quite beautiful in contrast to the Droughtlands they’d left behind, especially now when dappled in the bright moonlight. The cliffs on the sides were steep enough they would be difficult to climb, and they also provided respectable cover from any dragon or wyvern that happened to fly overhead. 
He wondered if the Vorskai had settled in many other places like this, because they hadn’t led him to an empty valley. They’d built an entire village here, with three times as many people as Siren Falls, just without the stone buildings and streets. There were about a dozen permanent structures, all wood, while the rest were tents scattered across the length of the valley almost like a war camp. 
The scent of freshly cooked meat made his stomach clench, and he knew he responded a tad too enthusiastically when Tyris invited him to eat. At that point, he was so famished he would have tolerated almost anything, even sitting around a campfire listening to stories in a language he barely understood. 
But mercifully, the Vorskai apparently didn’t plan to inflict that torment upon him. While the Mosh’Dalar and his warriors scattered around the settlement, Tyris led him to one of the cooking fires and fetched them both a serving of dinner. 
It was good, too. Raz hadn’t eaten mountain boar in months, not since he’d last been with Borkesh’s people. Unsurprisingly, the humans had a more enterprising palate, and the way they’d spiced and smoked the meat made it taste completely different. 
“Earlier today, you said that your people had more to offer than gold,” Raz said over a mouthful as he and Tyris stood together next to one of the campfires. Notably, most of the other Vorskai seemed to be giving them a bit of space. “Is this what you meant?”
Tyris gave him an odd look. “No.”
“Too bad. Because I’d be willing to kill a few more dragons for this recipe.”
Raz offered her a lopsided grin and was pleased to see it returned. 
“Do the Vorskai meet your expectations?” Tyris asked, gesturing around the village.
“I’m not sure I had any,” Raz admitted. “But somehow, the answer still feels like no.”
She cast her gaze out across the scattered tents. Nearly everyone was gathered around the fires at this point, and he noticed that unlike with the scouting party, there were plenty of women here. Not old or pregnant ones, but able-bodied warriors dressed similarly to Tyris. The Vorskai must have kept their children and their old somewhere else, perhaps underground where they’d be safer. 
“The dragons have tried to break us countless times,” Tyris said. “They imprisoned our gods and leveled our cities, but they have not defeated us. And they never will.”
Raz chewed another bite of meat, thankful that Borkesh and his bottomless appetite wasn’t here to eat these people into starvation.
“Over the past few centuries, most humans have moved to the cities,” Raz said. “The Avetharri haven’t wiped them out.”
“No, they have merely enslaved them,” Tyris replied bitterly. “You have traveled far. Have you not seen the armies of enslaved orcs? Or the countless human servants cleaning up after their Avetharri masters?”
“I’ve seen it.”
“Then you understand,” she said. “To live without freedom is to live without purpose. The Vorskai will never bend to the will of the dragons and their minions.”
Raz could hear the pride in her voice—the same pride he heard in the voices of the Ashreavers. Borkesh’s people saw themselves as the last true orcs in Abethaal. In their minds, the ones that lived in the cities were either slaves or sympathizers of their Avetharri conquerors. He wondered if the Vorskai felt the same way about their kind. 
If so, he mused, they would probably change their minds after living in a city for a week. 
It was a cynical thought, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t true. He had seen the gradual transformation in his partner over the past few years. The more time they spent in Vimaldis and Sethuil, the major cities in the Reach out west, the more obvious it became that Borkesh would never return home to his people. He cared about them, but that was different than living with them. 
Raz had once overheard an Avetharri magistrate say that culture and freedom were a poor substitute for creature comforts. And while Raz had broken that particular man’s nose, then left him hanging upside down from his balcony while Sabari robbed him blind, the sentiment was mostly true. The Vorskai may have had good boar meat, but the humans living in Tiralis some seventy miles from here enjoyed most of the benefits of Avetharri artifice. Clean water, ample food, magical light and heat…and of course, the healing skills of the Vaz Gorati priestesses. 
Raz glanced across the camp to one of the groups of Vorskai with horrible burns. The Avetharri may not have been fond of teaching dustborn outsiders how to wield magic, but they weren’t afraid to share the bounty of their power. A blood priestess could have healed the wounds of those men before they had become permanent scars. 
“It’s quite pleasant out here,” he said, finishing the last of his meal. “But aren’t you worried about the dragons seeing these structures?”
“They are small and well concealed,” Tyris said. “And can easily be rebuilt, if needed. Nothing of great importance is left in range of the dragon’s gaze.”
“Like your elders and children,” 
Tyris nodded. “They are near but safe. We have learned to be cautious.”
Apart from trying to force a confrontation with the Sovereign, Raz thought sardonically. 
“These mountains have long been a haven for our people,” she added. “Many structures from the ancient world still remain within the valleys. They are places of great power and mystery.”
Raz frowned. “What do you mean?”
Tyris eyed him curiously. “Surely you have heard the tales of what came before.”
“I suppose that depends on what ‘before’ you’re talking about.”
“Before the dragons betrayed the gods and imprisoned them within the Pale. Before their greed and avarice consumed the world.”
“Ah,” Raz said, nodding. “I’ve heard plenty of stories, sure. The trouble is, no one seems to know which of them are true.”
“I do not understand.”
“No one still alive experienced any of those events, so all we know about them is what other people have told us. If you walked up to a historian in Tel Kithas, he’d insist that the Old Gods were vicious tyrants who treated the mortal races like slaves until their dragon goddess and her consort fought back. If you talk to one of the Sarodihm cultists, they’ll tell you the exact opposite—that the world was peaceful and just until the Avetharri learned to tap into the Aether and used it to betray their own gods.”
Raz shrugged. “And if you ask my partner’s people in the White Mist Mountains up north, they’ll tell you that history is whatever the weak are forced to learn about the strong. Personally, I’ve always rather liked the simplicity of that one.”
Tyris slowly shook her head. “It is brutal and cold.”
“Life often is,” he replied mildly. “Doesn’t mean it isn’t true.”
“But what is the purpose of such a belief? To restate that which is obvious is not wisdom. It is surrender to the inevitable.”
Raz paused and looked into the girl’s eyes. The reverence he’d seen in her face earlier—the almost fanatical awe at the sight of the Dragon Slayer—was definitely still there. But despite that, she was willing to stand up to him. It was surprising…but also ingratiating. He appreciated women with a spine. 
“Vorskai stories give us the courage to endure our struggle and fight back against the dragons,” Tyris went on. “They are meant to inspire greatness.”
“I’m sure they are,” Raz said. “Does it matter if they’re true?”
“They have allowed us to survive, and they will allow us to exact our revenge. That is truth enough for me.”
He smiled thinly. “You know, if Borkesh were here, the two of you could have a hell of a debate.”
“I would prevail,” Tyris said with a casual shrug. 
“Probably,” Raz agreed. He left out the part where Borkesh’s weakness for redheads nearly rivaled his own. 
Elsewhere across the village camp, groups of Vorskai appeared to be telling stories and laughing. Others were congratulating the hunters who had found and prepared these boars in the first place. And all of them would occasionally toss furtive glances toward the Dragon Slayer they had invited into their camp. 
“I appreciate your people’s courage and resourcefulness,” Raz said. “I’ve spent time with the orc tribes in the north and plenty of human nomads in the Droughtlands. They’ve survived, too, but I wouldn’t say that any of them are flourishing. Not like this.”
He almost wished he couldn’t see the light of pride in her eyes when he complimented her people. It was just going to make this next part more difficult. 
“The trouble is, you also need to be realistic,” he added. “It’s one thing to survive on your own out here, but it’s quite another to smack the dragons in the snout and hope you don’t get burned.”
“What does that mean?” she asked. 
“If you try to take on the Empire directly, it won’t matter how inspirational your stories are or how courageously your warriors fight. The dragons will annihilate you and everything you’ve built.”
Tyris shook her head. “That is why you are here. With your aid, you can defeat them.”
“I can help you fight one dragon, but I can’t kill them all,” Raz said, stepping so close to her that she had to tilt her head up to meet his eyes. “I want you to understand what you’re about to unleash here. The Empire is more than one arrogant Sovereign. Right now, they view you as a nuisance. But if they believe you’re truly dangerous—” 
“I am dangerous,” she said. “The Avetharri should fear me.”
Her voice was as sharp as the moonsilver blade strapped to her back. Normally, most people—especially Avetharri—wouldn’t be intimidated by a young human girl with a sword no matter what words came out of her mouth. But if they’d seen her in action…
“That’s my point,” he said. “Look, I’m not Vaz Gorati—I don’t know if you have dragon blood or not. But even if you don’t, it doesn’t matter. You’re obviously very special. I’ve encountered plenty of channelers over the years, including the Valturan primalists in the east. Their masters would struggle to pull off what you did back at Siren Falls, and they’re three times your age.”
Raz took a deep breath. “You have a gift, and your people have a future here in the mountains. It would be shame to waste it by provoking the Empire’s wrath.”
“We will not be their slaves any longer,” Tyris said. “And my gifts serve no purpose if they are not used to aid my people.”
“I didn’t say you shouldn’t help them. Only that you need to think about what will happen if we succeed. With the Sovereign gone, the Empire would take over the province directly. And once that happens, they’ll do whatever it takes to reestablish order.”
“And we will do whatever it takes to restore what was stolen from us. We will not surrender to the inevitable. I would think that the Sorekûl Drakath of all people would understand that.”
Raz looked deep into those green eyes of hers. The blaze within them no longer had anything to do with the firelight. She and her people were resolved to fight this battle, that much was obvious. 
Would they still go through with this if I weren’t here? he wondered privately. If not, the biggest favor I can do for them might be to sneak away in the middle of the night. 
Raz had always struggled with the fact that the monster hunt he was best known for—the one that had made him a legend—was also the one he remembered the least. Most of the time, his reputation worked to his advantage, and he’d never been afraid to leverage it for more gold. 
But this was different. What if the legend of the Dragon Slayer was about to inspire an entire tribe of people to get themselves killed?
“If you are sated, there is more I wish to show you,” Tyris said. “To better help you understand our people.”
“Sure,” Raz said, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. “Lead the way.”
[image: image-placeholder]Tyris escorted him deeper into the valley along the stream. The village sprawled farther than he’d realized, with more small cabins and tents set out wherever there was space. Once again, the other Vorskai kept their distance, allowing her to be their voice and his guide. Raz continued to find it strange; in any other tribe he’d interacted with, the chieftain would have been the one trying to make the case for him to help. But the more people he saw, the more he noticed that they had the same reverence in their eyes that Tyris did. 
The difference was that it was directed at her, not him. He may have been the Dragon Slayer, but they looked at her as if she was their Dragon Messiah. 
“There are many other settlements throughout the mountains,” Tyris said, stopping to crouch over the stream and fill the waterskin at her belt. “All interconnected by tunnels. Some natural, but many carved out by gorm.”
Raz nodded. The tunnels were clever, all right, allowing them to live outdoors beneath the sky while still having the option to hide whenever they needed to. Even the valley here was a remarkably defensible position. 
Once the skin was full, Tyris stood and continued walking. He still didn’t know where they were headed, but he used the pause to examine some of the clusters of Vorskai more closely. Earlier, he’d noticed that there were a fair number of women here, perhaps one to every five men or so. But what he hadn’t noticed until now was how nearly all of them appeared to be gathered around a few very specific males—males who were young, unhurt, and in excellent physical shape. 
“We have adopted some of the Avetharri traditions,” Tyris said, apparently noticing his wandering gaze. 
“Oh?” Raz asked. 
“Like the elves, we attempt to breed as many sorcerers as possible,” she explained. “Male moshalim take many lovers in the hopes of conceiving such a child.”
It made sense, though it was hardly a tradition unique to the Empire. The Ashreavers only permitted the strongest males to breed, as decided by physical combat, and most of the Droughtlands nomads he’d encountered had similar practices. 
“What about female moshalim?” Raz asked. 
“Females have the power and privilege to choose whichever mate they believe is strongest,” Tyris said, her voice oddly flat. “Though if her children cannot tame the Moshai’s currents, she will dispense with the original mate and try another.”
Now that was definitely closer to Avetharri tradition. Female Wyrm Lords had tremendous power and influence. The competitions they staged among men seeking to gain their favor were notoriously brutal and humiliating. 
“What about you?” he asked. 
Tyris didn’t answer right away. “My destiny is too important to leave to chance. I carry the blood of dragons, which means that my children likely will as well. I must have a powerful mate worthy of such a gift.”
“Have you found one yet?”
“Yes.”
She continued on without elaborating, eventually moving past the last camp. The valley continued on, the terrain growing rougher with each step before it eventually melted back into the mountains. Tyris was leading him toward a sheer cliff face, which seemed strange until his eyes discerned the entrance to a cave. 
“If you’re so important to the tribe, I’m surprised they didn’t send any warriors with you to the Falls,” Raz said after a moment. 
“The Mosh’Dalar wanted to,” she said. “But I refused. I have no need of their protection.”
He grunted softly. “Everyone needs help from time to time. You’re fortunate my partner and I were there to pitch in after you picked that fight.”
“Your aid was appreciated but not required. I knew I could defeat the Sovereign’s minions on my own.”
“But maybe not before the Flensing crippled you,” Raz pointed out. “Unless you planned to take the rest blade to blade.”
“I could have,” Tyris said. “I have been training all my life to be a weapon against the dragons. Do not underestimate my strength.”
He raised his hands defensively. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”
They approached the cave entrance a moment later, and she headed inside. The mouth was smooth and natural; this cavern had clearly been formed by nature, not a gorm or earth magic or old-fashioned shoveling. It was also completely dark aside from the moonlight, though Tyris opened her hand and conjured another puff of flame in her palm when she stepped inside. 
Other than the lack of decorations and people, the cave reminded Raz of Siren Falls. He could even hear water rushing further in, and shortly after taking a passage to their right, they ended up inside a wide, round chamber with a clear pool that could have easily been straight out of Sabari’s establishment. Along the side was what appeared to be a personal campsite complete with a large, comfortable-looking bedroll. 
“Nice place,” Raz said. “I can see why you enjoyed the bathing pools.”
“It offers privacy where there otherwise is none,” Tyris said, glancing to the rough wall where several torch sconces were set fifteen feet apart. With a flick of her wrist, she launched the fire from her palm and ignited one, then repeated the trick two more times. The flickering orange light was less consistent but more soothing than glowstones, and the heat made it seem more real somehow. 
“This is what you wanted to show me?” he asked. 
“Yes,” Tyris said. “It is the only place where I can explain.”
“Explain what?”
“Earlier, I told you that the Vorskai will reward you with far more than gold.”
“Yes,” Raz said. “I hope you’re not offering to sell me this cave.”
“No.” Reaching behind her, she unstrapped the sword from her back and leaned it against the cavern wall. “You are destined to be here, and to help us destroy the Dragon Sovereign. Mere coin is insufficient for such a task.” 
Raz’s eyes narrowed in confusion. “No cave, no coin…what’s the payment?”
Tyris took a step closer to him, her green eyes turning almost orange in the reflection of the torches. “Me.”
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Promises


I was awake long before the sun began filtering into the ancient temple, though not because I’d slept poorly. On the contrary, by the third time I’d spilled inside Lathriel, we’d both been so exhausted we never would have had the energy to unfurl a bedroll. Thankfully, she’d thought ahead and prepared a campsite for us one level down in the ruined temple. I’d carried her down to it between bouts, and once we were both spent, we collapsed in each other’s arms.  
She was still asleep now, despite the fact that I’d been tracing my fingertip back and forth along her pointed ear for a while. She was on her side with her back pressed against me. The way the sunlight fractured through the small cracks in the wall almost made it look like her skin was tattooed with glowing vatari markings. 
It made me wonder if she might ever wish to have them someday. I had no intention of putting her through the trials to become a Dragon Bride, but a few runic tattoos could give her access to powers she’d never imagined. 
Let’s not think too far ahead, I scolded myself. She hasn’t even agreed to take my brand yet. 
I smiled as I allowed my hand to drift down her cheek and sides. Last night had been completely unexpected but absolutely perfect. And if I wasn’t supposed to meet with the Vorskai this afternoon, I would have been more than content to lie here making love to her all day again. 
“We’re late, aren’t we?”
I managed not to jump at the sound of her voice. She hadn’t moved a muscle, nor had her breathing changed. How long had she been awake?
“Dragons are never late,” I said. “It’s one of the perks of having the world revolve around us.”
“Must be nice.”
“It has its advantages,” I smirked, leaning down to kiss her cheek. 
She moaned softly, her hand reaching back to rub my leg as her eyes finally fluttered open. “Well, I don’t believe this rule applies to their minions. Especially not officers who are late for duty.”
“The rule applies wherever I say it does. And right now, I say you’re exactly where you belong. Well…almost.”
Leaning away, I gently took her side and rolled her onto her back, then shifted on top of her. 
“That’s better,” I said as her legs reflexively spread to accommodate me. “Don’t you think?”
She gave me a sly smile. “You know I prefer to be on t—ooh!”
Lathriel squeaked when I eased the tip of my cock back inside her, and I felt her ankles lock together behind me.
“You were saying?” I asked, bringing my lips within an inch of hers while pressing my hips forward. 
“I was saying that we’re—oh!—going to be—nnn!” She bit down on her lip and brought her hands around my back. “You’re supposed to meet—ngnn!—with the humans today!”
“There’s plenty of time,” I assured her as I sank deep within her welcoming core. “Dragons are fast, remember?”
“Not that fast, I hope,” she panted.
“We know when to slow down and glide.”
“Prove it.”
Grinning, I kissed her deeply as I slowly thrust in and out of her tight faeyn cunt. But it didn’t take long before she was bucking her hips against me, spurring me to fuck her harder and faster. Soon our lips parted again as she struggled for air, her fingers sliding down my arms and stopping to squeeze my muscles.
She spent beneath me in a breathless, clutching gasp. Every woman I’d been with seemed to climax differently, and after last night, I’d learned that Lathriel’s was a full-body squeeze where her nails dug into me for support. Her euphoric embrace sent me right over the edge with her. 
“Gods…” she whimpered once I had filled her again. 
“The gods have nothing to do with it,” I breathed, kissing the tip of her nose. “Just us.”
She grinned up at me, her thighs squeezing my sides and her hands back on my firm arms. “You’re going to have to fly extra fast to make up for lost time.”
“We’ll make it,” I soothed. “Assuming my rider can handle it.”
Her eyes flashed. “I can handle anything.”
“I’m looking forward to testing that theory.”
I kissed her long and hard before I finally pulled away. She sighed contentedly when I slipped out of her, and she let her head fall back onto the bedroll. 
“I admire your confidence setting this all up,” I said, sitting on the bedroll and sweeping my eyes around the chamber. Unlike the level above with the statues, there was nothing left here besides the old, moss-covered walls and unreadable inscriptions on the floor. “Guess you had this all planned out.”
“I camp here a lot when I’m on patrol,” Lathriel said as she reached for her clothes and armor. “The world doesn’t actually revolve around you.”
“Mm,” I murmured, unconvinced. “I’ll take your word for it.”
I smiled as I watched her get dressed. I resisted the urge to help with her don her armor, because I knew that if I touched her again, it would be nearly impossible to let go without bending her over something. She was right about my meeting and the need for haste, but for the first time in days, the Vorskai were no longer the most pressing thing on my mind.
This really had been a perfect night. If only it could last forever. 
“Before we leave,” Lathriel said as she buckled up her breastplate, “I suppose we should talk.”
“What about?”
She gave me a sour look. “You know what about. There are rules for this sort of thing.”
“The rules are whatever I make them. We’ve been over this.”
“I’m serious. Your wife is Vaz Gorati. They don’t want dragons sleeping with women who aren’t branded…or collared.”
“No, they don’t,” I said. “But they don’t get to make those decisions for me. And you don’t strike me as the type of girl who’s just going to run off.”
“I’m not,” Lathriel said, grunting as she stamped her foot into her remaining boot. She sat down at the other end of the pallet, reclaiming some distance from me. “But I also don’t want to get you in trouble. Everyone’s going to be mad enough if you make a deal with the Vorskai.”
“I told you back at the canyon that you don’t have to take my brand if you don’t want to.”
I saw her throat move as she swallowed. “What if I do?”
Her voice was so quiet it was barely a whisper, and I looked at her in silence for several heartbeats. 
“Then I need to know if you’re sure,” I said, matching her tone. “Because there’s no going back.”
Lathriel swallowed again, and this time she closed her eyes. “I don’t want to ruin what you have, Alamir. I told you, if someone looks into my past, they might—”
“I don’t care,” I said, crawling back over to sit next to her. “The past doesn’t matter. It’s the future I care about. If you aren’t with the Sarodihm now, then—”
“I’m not,” she said firmly. “I hope you believe me.”
“I do,” I told her, reaching up to caress her cheek. 
Her eyes fluttered at my touch, and she sidled closer to me. 
“We need to establish some rules first,” she said. “First, I’m not going to spend all my time in Tel Kithas.”
“Done.”
“Second, I want to keep my position in the Skywatch. I’m not giving up Vilyanos.”
“Done.” I kissed her cheek. “Anything else?”
“Just one,” she said. “You need to get away from me before I start begging you to fuck me again.”
“I’m not going anywhere.”
Her cheek twitched. “Then hurry up and get back inside me!”
Just like I’d expected when she’d first kissed me last night, her skirt did not prove much of an obstacle for a determined dragon. And when I filled her up for the fifth time since coming to this temple, she cried out so loudly the Old Gods themselves must have heard a dragon converting another of their former servants. 
[image: image-placeholder]Lathriel and I made excellent time back to the capital, though I knew I would have to leave again without too much delay. She was late, too, of course, and I saw her off on Vilyanos with a promise that we’d meet again tomorrow to talk about my summit with the humans.
And the other equally important matter we’d discussed. 
I couldn’t stop smiling after she was gone, not even when I descended the aviary stairs and began walking through the palace. After last night, I was more convinced than ever that I was walking the right path. First Sariss, now Lathriel…everything was going to work out. 
The smile didn’t fade until I was halfway back to my chambers. I was in one of the shorter corridors without any guards in sight, and the nape of my neck had started tingling in warning as if assassins were about to leap out from the shadows to cut me down. 
But it was a foolish notion conjured by my mother’s insistence on teaching her son to be paranoid at all times. And when the Dragon Mother finally appeared around the corner ten feet in front of me, I let out the breath I’d apparently been holding.
“Where were you?” Irileth asked, voice as cold as the myriad small blades she kept concealed in her armor. 
“Nice to see you, too, Mother,” I said dryly as I came to a halt. “No leaping out of the shadows to test me today?”
“Where were you all night, Alamir?” she repeated. 
The corridor was dim enough that her red eyes were glowing faintly. She looked pissed…but then, she almost always did. As a child, my father had told me it was an act, that my mother needed to convey an aura of malice to perform her role as the enforcer of his will. But I’d long since accepted that there was nothing duplicitous about her demeanor. It was simply the way she was. 
“Let me guess,” I said, “Elyon was rampaging around the palace trying to find me all night?”
“This has nothing to do with Elyon. Now tell me where you were!”
I frowned as I tried to read that cold, hard face. My first assumption was that she knew I’d left the palace with Lathriel and was now about to express her displeasure with me for wasting my time with a faeyn ranger instead of a highborn debutante. But then I realized the truth could be worse—she might be wondering if I had flown south to meet with the Vorskai. 
Has she learned what I’m planning somehow? Is she going to try and stop me?
“I was out enjoying an evening with a friend, if you must know,” I told her, an anxious knot forming in the pit of my stomach. If she suspected that Krynn and I were going to head to Dragonfall today…
“The Skywatch Captain?” Irileth asked, eyes still hard and unyielding. 
“That’s right. Not that it’s any of your business.”
Her lip twitched as if she were about to unleash one of her scathing diatribes, but then her expression abruptly softened. “I see,” she murmured. “Are you going to brand her?”
I paused in surprise at the sudden shift in her body language. “If I am, would it bother you?”
“Not if you believe she will be a loyal servant,” my mother said. “Just be sure you do it soon. If you enjoy her company, then you need to brand her or collar her before you get her pregnant.” 
The tightness in my stomach turned to disgust. There were few things a man wanted to hear less than his mother talking about his sex life. 
“I know the rules,” I said. 
“Good, because they exist to protect you,” Irileth said. “And her. You’re not a random house scion crawling the local taverns looking for a bed warmer. You are a dragon—your seed is far too powerful to—”
“I get it,” I insisted, trying not to gag at hearing my own mother talk about my “seed.” 
“I hope so. Because you must remember that our enemies won’t be content to target you. Any woman you touch will become an object of their ire. Your attention is a blessing and a burden. You must always be aware of this.” She stayed silent for a few tense heartbeats. “Remember, my son, the fate of House Sorokar walks in your shadow. Do not take this burden for granted.”
“I won’t,” I promised. Once again, I wondered if she might have learned about my plans…but no. If the Dragon Mother knew what I was planning, we wouldn’t be standing here having this mostly pleasant conversation. 
“Good,” she said, nodding. “For whatever it’s worth, I do not dislike this ranger captain of yours. She has a reputation for competence and obedience. A dragon’s wife must possess both.”
“I’m glad you approve,” I muttered, my thoughts flicking to what Lathriel had told me last night about her previous involvement with the Sarodihm. It resonated a little too well with my mother’s warning that my mere attention was dangerous. If she ordered her spies to look into Lathriel’s past…
But there was nothing to be done about it. I would just have to deal with that eventuality if and when the time came. 
“I thought you would wish to know that my agents are close to tracking down the Vorskai sorceress,” Irileth said. “Within a few more days, the problem will be dealt with.”
“For a time, anyway,” I replied, my pulse quickening. I had a vision of showing up at Dragonfall mere moments after my mother’s assassins had made their move. “Unless Father really does plan on wiping them all out.”
“He will do whatever is best for Abethaal. As will you, I hope, when your time comes.”
I snorted. “It would be nice if my parents had a little more faith in me.”
“We want to,” she said quietly. “The future of the Empire depends on it.”
Irileth eyed me hard for another moment, then vanished down the passage from whence she had come. I stood alone in the corridor, replaying her words in my mind to ensure I wasn’t missing anything. But I still couldn’t see any way she could possibly know about my plans, and once Krynn and I were on our way, there was precious little she or my father would be able to do to stop us. 
One way or another, the humans would be dealt with soon. 
[image: image-placeholder]I wasn’t surprised to find Sariss in my chambers waiting for me when I arrived, but I was surprised that Karethys was there with her. My concubine was currently kneeling in front of my wife, sliding pins into the waist of a pretty, flowing red dress. 
“My lord,” Sariss greeted me with a smile. “I am pleased you have returned.”
I smiled back as I moved into the room, feeling a touch of embarrassed heat in my cheeks. “Sorry I didn’t tell you I was leaving last night,” I said. “But we—”
“A dragon never needs to apologize,” Sariss interrupted. “He answers to no one and does not need to explain himself.”
I stopped halfway across the chamber. There was no judgment in her voice, no subtle hint of disappointment or reproach. This was definitely one of the great virtues of having a wife who placed you at the center of her religion. 
“We’re working on alterations to an old outfit,” Sariss went on, sliding her fingers down the side of the hip-hugging dress. “What do you think?”
It was quite beautiful, though almost anything would be on the tall, leggy body of my First Wife. The dress was backless, with a single elegant string behind her neck and a skirt that ended about an inch above her knee. The three-inch circular cutout around her belly was exactly the right size and placement to display the Sorokar brand beneath, which seemed like one of the major goals of the alterations. I didn’t know where Sariss intended to wear the outfit, but she clearly wanted every woman who saw it to know that she belonged to me. 
“It’s gorgeous,” I said, glancing between them. 
“I had it commissioned a few months ago,” Sariss said. “The final adjustments shouldn’t take long.”
I smiled. A month ago, I hadn’t yet asked her to take my brand. Considering the shape of the cutout, though, she must have been convinced that I’d take the plunge soon. 
I do so love confident women. 
“You should have all you need, dear,” Sariss said, glancing down to Karethys. “I would like some time alone with our lord.”
“Yes, mistress,” Karethys replied obediently. She recovered her pins, then bounced to her feet. But before she could scurry out of the room, Sariss reached out to take her hand. 
“Remember to prepare yourself for tonight,” Sariss said, her blue eyes twinkling devilishly. 
The concubine’s cheeks flushed even as she smiled. “I will be ready, mistress.”
“Good. Then run along.”
Karethys scampered away, keeping her violet eyes low aside from a single pleased glance in my direction. Once she had closed the door behind her, I arched a curious eyebrow at my wife. 
“Tonight?” I asked.
Sariss shrugged innocently as she glided toward me. The heels she’d put on to match the dress had to be at least five inches tall, but she walked on them as easily as if they were a cloud. 
“She’s a very sweet girl,” Sariss said, sliding her arms around my neck. Our eyes were almost level with the added height from her shoes. “And if I’m not mistaken, she’s responsible for teaching you a great many techniques.”
I snickered and allowed my hands to rest on her bare back. “She is, yes.”
“Then she should be rewarded for her service and obedience.” Sariss’s smile turned sly. “I thought it might be fun if the two of us repaid her together.”
My pulse had quickened the moment I’d seen her in the new dress, but now it was threatening to drown out my hearing altogether. As First Wife, she would eventually be in charge of my harem, though she didn’t technically have any authority over my personal concubine. Some Wyrm Lords preferred to keep them separate, with concubines and mistresses for pleasure and wives for breeding. 
Personally, I thought that was yet another stupid tradition the Empire had adopted since the onset of the Blood Drought. As far as I was concerned, Karethys was going to be as important a part of my harem as my wives. And my chest—as well as another equally important part of my body—swelled in pride at how Sariss was reacting to her. 
“Sounds like an excellent idea,” I said, lowering my lips within an inch of hers. “What inspired you to come up with it?”
“She showed me the toy drawer she prepared for us,” Sariss said, eyes twinkling. “And then offered to instruct me on their proper use.”
“She’s a generous girl.”
“Very.”
Sariss leaned in to kiss me, matching what Lathriel had given me in tenderness with raw, unbridled intensity. Many of the Wyrm Lord memoirs in the library—especially those from before the Blood Drought when adventuring harems were common—spoke about the importance of having wives with different interests and passions. For me, that was definitely not going to be a problem. 
“It’s too bad tonight is so far away,” Sariss whispered when our lips parted. “Perhaps I can persuade you to change your plans for this afternoon and get started early?”
I grunted softly as I brushed my fingers through her long hair. I had to give her credit for inventing a clever way to try and disrupt my plans. 
“Sadly, no,” I lamented. “They’re expecting me at noon. And we’re only going to get one chance at a meeting like this.”
Sariss nodded in understanding. I knew she didn’t approve; I knew she thought this was a bad idea. But I also knew that I was her dragon, and she would ultimately follow my lead no matter what path I chose to walk. It was comforting in one way, but a little nerve-wracking in another. After all, it made my choices that much more important, since I would be binding her fate to them as well as my own. 
“I assume you spent last night with Lathriel?” she asked, changing the subject. 
“Yes,” I said. “I really am sorry I didn’t tell you we were leaving.”
“I told you that a dragon doesn’t need to apologize.”
“He may not need to, but that doesn’t mean he can’t,“ I said. “I should have at least had one of the servants bring you a message, but I wasn’t expecting to be gone all night.”
Sariss arched an eyebrow. “It must have been an enjoyable night, then.” 
“It was,” I said. “Very enjoyable.” 
“She has agreed to take your brand, then?” 
“Yes.”
“Thank Zinshasa,” Sariss breathed. “Then I shall reschedule our night with Karethys. I can speak with the artificers and acquire the materials, then prepare the binding chamber for—”
“We’ll wait a few days,” I cut in before she got ahead of herself. “Until after this Vorskai situation is resolved.”
“Of course, my lord,” she said, though there was no denying the disappointment in her tone. “But I am eager to help make her yours.”
“I’m glad you feel that way,” I said. “I know she likes you, too.”
“We will be a formidable pair, of that I have no doubt. We will serve you well and provide you with many powerful, healthy children.”
“I know,” I said, a giddy thrill racing through me at the thought. “And I can’t wait to get started. But Krynn and I have a date with destiny first.”
Smiling up at me again, Sariss planted another soft kiss on my lips. “Then you shouldn’t tarry, my lord. Destiny will not wait, even for a dragon.”
[image: image-placeholder]“There you are,” Krynn said when I finally appeared at the top of the aviary steps. “And here I was starting to wonder if you’d finally come to your senses and given up on this ridiculous idea.”
“No such luck,” I said, glancing around. Just as I’d asked, he had cleared the area to ensure we could leave without a fuss. There weren’t any wyverns perched here, nor any of the otherwise ever-present stable hands. Even the servants were gone, having already loaded up our saddles with equipment. 
Krynn himself was dressed in resplendent armor with golden scales rather than his usual finery, which almost made him look more like a Wyrmguard Captain than the Claw of the Black Prince. 
“Something new and intimidating in the glamour stone?” I asked.
“Just a copy of the new armor I’m having made,” he said. “What do you think?”
“A little gaudy, don’t you think?”
“Says the man who prefers black armor,” Krynn returned, pointing at the purple-black plate guise projected by my own glamour stone. “I thought you were trying to downplay your heritage.”
“Not the good part of it.” I smirked. “I thought you appreciated the pragmatism of the shadow knights?”
“I do. Just not their fashion sense.”
I chuckled. My real armor—which I almost never had a chance to wear—wasn’t actually a copy of shadow knight armor, since the drow preferred thin adamantine plates to steel or moonsilver. The metal was so rare that House Teviss hadn’t wanted to squander it on what was essentially ceremonial armor.
I could have demanded they make it that way, but I had little cause to wear it. Still, I’d made sure to get this illusion as close to the real thing as possible. 
“I think it’s better to appear in front of the humans as elves rather than dragons,” I said. “Otherwise, they might think we’re going to attack them.”
“A little healthy fear is never a bad thing.” Krynn shrugged. “And at least this way we can shapeshift freely.”
“Hopefully it won’t come to that,” I said soberly. “No dragons unless it’s absolutely necessary. I want to give them a chance to save themselves. Remember that.”
“How could I forget?” he muttered. “In any event, I still say you should have your mother convince House Teviss to teach you some of their shadow tricks. Imagine if you could conjure your armor to your body wherever you were.”
“It would be nice,” I admitted. “But not worth the risk of accidentally bringing a few demons along with it.”
Krynn scoffed. “The Dal’Rethi used the technique for thousands of years.”
“And eventually gave it up. Do you know why?”
“No, and I don’t particularly care. I’m talking about conjuring equipment, not raising the dead or summoning demons. There’s a difference.” He pointed to his saddle where his glaive had been carefully fastened upon the back. “I certainly wouldn’t mind being able to call a weapon from halfway across the province.”
“I’d still beat you in a duel,” I replied dryly. My own weapons had been secured to my saddle as well—the real moonsilver scimitars, not the practice ones from the battle circle. 
“I’m sure the humans will be impressed,” Krynn grumbled. “Look, if you still insist on making this trip, we should get going. It’s windy enough today it will take longer to get there.”
I nodded. “Time to make history. Two dragons against the world.”
Krynn smiled. “I wouldn’t miss it.”




Interlude

The Hero of Destiny


“ What ?”
Raz’s gasp of surprise echoed through the cavern, the valley, and half the Empire before he was able to process what Tyris had just told him.
“Our story is carried in the currents of the Moshai,” she said. “I am meant to bond with the Hero of Destiny.”
Raz’s mouth had gone so dry his tongue nearly crumbled to dust. This girl was the Vorskai’s greatest weapon, a sorceress of tremendous power and potentially a dragon as well…and yet she was offering herself to him? A mercenary monster slayer with no future and a forgotten past?
“I don’t understand,” he rasped. “Trust me, I’m no one’s hero.”
“You will be ours,” Tyris said. “And mine.”
She stepped so close to him that their chests nearly made contact. Her green eyes gleamed in the torchlight as he looked into them, and then he made the mistake of letting his gaze drift down to her body…
Sanathar’s breath, her body. Young and firm and buxom and right there waiting to be touched.
Plenty of people in the Reach would call Rasmus the Slayer cold. But despite his veneer of grim fatalism, he wasn’t heartless. Right now, though, it was his manhood that was starting to seem as if it were made of stone. 
And it only got harder when Tyris stretched out to kiss him. Raz’s breath caught in his throat when her lips met his, and every primal instinct in his dying body screamed at him to grab hold of her nubile flesh and take what she was offering. It wasn’t as if she weren’t eager and willing. Or didn’t know what she was doing. 
Besides, he was going to help them kill a dragon—and not just any dragon, either. To his lust-addled brain, the virtue of one pretty half-human girl seemed like a fair price in exchange for the head of the most powerful man in the entire province. 
Yet something in the back of his mind was telling him to wait. To take a step back. To think with his brain instead of his cock, as unsatisfying as that prospect was. He might have been a doomed man, but she wasn’t. She was too special, too important, to waste in a fit of passion. 
But right when Raz was about to gently push her away, the scar in his chest flared to life. A surge of power crashed over him, tenfold as strong as when he pulled energy from his vatari crystal necklace. It was more overpowering than when he absorbed a spell directly. Somehow, this felt different. Not just stronger but…pure. As if his scar were drinking from the Aether directly. 
Her tongue interlocked with his, and their breaths became one. In that moment, his lust assaulted his reason with overwhelming force. His heart raced. His blood burned. His manhood throbbed.
He didn’t merely want this girl. He needed this girl. Right here and now on the floor of the cave.
Yet when his hands settled on the hollows of her waist, beside her smooth, toned stomach, Raz realized that something else had changed inside him. His scar…no longer hungered. For the first time since he had awakened in an orc camp after his battle with that dragon, his wound was content. Sated. 
And free of pain. 
Raz didn’t understand how it was possible. He had never once been able to satisfy the gluttonous maw the dragon’s attack had created in his chest. He didn’t think it could be satisfied. Every healer he’d ever spoken to, from orc witches to the Avetharri apothecaries, told him the same thing. He was like a living wound in the Aether, a vortex sucking in and consuming all magic around him. And one day soon, they all said, that vortex would consume him as well.
But after mere seconds of touching this girl, it was all gone. He felt almost…whole. 
Raz was still basking in the warm numbness of his chest when Tyris pulled away on her own. She slowly ran her tongue across her lips, as if searching for the memory of the sensation. 
“I have seen this moment in my dreams,” she breathed. “I have saved myself for you.”
Raz still couldn’t bring himself to speak. As a man living on borrowed time, he didn’t often worry about the consequences of his frequent intense dalliances. If he had, he never would have gotten involved with chaotic fey like Sabari and Faradah. And that would have been a damn shame. 
But this…this seemed different. Tyris wasn’t fey. She wasn’t even a village girl whose family he’d just saved or a noblewoman looking for the illicit thrill of being taken by a “brutish” mercenary. Tyris seemed to revere him out of blind faith in what he was supposed to do for her and her people, not anything he’d actually done. And while it would have been so easy—and incredible—to pull her back into his arms and enjoy the carnal embrace of her young, unspoiled flesh over and over all night, he couldn’t bring himself to do that. 
Because ultimately, he wasn’t the man she thought he was. He may have been able to defeat the Dragon Sovereign, but that just meant he was a killer. He would never be a hero. 
“My entire life, I have imagined fighting alongside you and battling evil together,” Tyris said. “And tomorrow, after the Dragon Sovereign has been defeated, our future together can begin.”
She was still smiling at him when she retrieved her sword and returned it to her back. 
“What?” Raz croaked. 
“We both need rest tonight,” Tyris said. “It is a long walk to Dragonfall, and we dare not be late. The others will be waiting for us…as will the Sovereign.”
Flashing him a final smile, she strode out of the cave, leaving him alone and stunned in the torchlight. His heart was still racing. His manhood was still throbbing. And as for his scar…it was still numb. Content. 
“Fuck,” he breathed, reaching up to touch his chest to confirm that the scar was indeed still there. If he didn’t know better, he might have thought he’d smoked too much lotus back at Siren Falls. Everything that happened since was so unbelievable. So surreal. Raz almost felt like he was living another man’s life. 
But here he was, in this cave, on the path toward another monster hunt. And to claim his payment—a prize more valuable than all the drakada in the province—all he needed to do was live up to his name. 
The Sorekûl Drakath. The man who had killed a dragon. 
[image: image-placeholder]Despite Tyris’s insistence that he would need plenty of rest, Raz didn’t fall asleep for a long time. He spent at least an hour, fantasizing about how much he wished he weren’t alone on this bedroll. But mostly, he remembered how amazing it had felt when Tyris’s power had fed his scar. 
The pain of the wound eventually returned, as did its eternal hunger. Both were still diminished from their normal buzzing, however, and he found himself wondering what it could mean. Was it because she was such a powerful channeler? If so, perhaps he didn’t need to be a Vaz Gorati blood priestess to know that she was a dragon. 
Raz eventually fell asleep only a few hours before dawn. The wall torches had mostly burned out by the time he got up and made his way back outside into the valley, and he wasn’t surprised to see the Vorskai already preparing themselves to leave before daylight had even broken over the mountains. Tyris was up as well, her eyes smeared with a fresh coat of white warpaint on the eve of battle. Most of the other warriors, men and women alike, had done the same. 
After a quick meal of fresh fruit picked from the valley, the group set out for another gorm tunnel deeper in the mountains. They moved at a brisk pace through the seemingly endless ridged passages, stopping only once to eat. Then, after what felt like at least half a day and several dozen more miles, they traveled upward through a narrower connected passage before finally returning to the surface. 
Once again, they were surrounded by the domineering gray peaks of the Godsworn Rise, but the valley they entered was neither narrow nor small. The area was an immense expanse of fertile fields, lush trees, and flowing streams stretching for miles in all directions. For most of the past two centuries, the Vorsk Valley had also been the home of the largest human settlements in Abethaal. Thanks to the mercy of a former Dragon Sovereign, tens of thousands of humans had been allowed to settle here. They had worked the land, tended to their families, and left the Avetharri and their Empire alone. 
And then, in a single act of fiery retribution, it had all been destroyed. 
Nearly two decades had passed since the last Dragon Sovereign had reduced most of the valley to ash, but the scars of his slaughter remained. Raz could almost taste the ash on the wind as he and the Vorskai rode toward the ruins of what had once been a large village nestled against a clear lake. Dozens of burned-out buildings were still there, lasting monuments to the power and wrath of an angry and capricious dragon. They should have also been a warning to the Vorskai to stay in the mountains, lest the Sovereign’s successor decide to finish the job. 
But the Vorskai had clearly committed to this gambit of theirs. There were hundreds more warriors waiting for them in the valley, including some griffon riders. Raz couldn’t help but be impressed that the humans had managed to breed and tame the majestic beasts. Griffons were notoriously temperamental, with a propensity to randomly snap off limbs with their powerful beaks. But all the riders seemed to have both their hands and most of their fingers. 
Compared to the tribal nomads Raz often encountered in the Droughtlands, the Vorskai were undoubtedly an impressive lot. Their hide armor was well-made rather than thrown together from scraps, and most of their spears had iron tips rather than bone. Likewise, even a cursory glance at their bows suggested that the humans had developed impressive fletching skills as well.
He didn’t see any other adamantine weapons, which wasn’t surprising—even if they had learned to work the metal, it was still incredibly rare. Yet all told, they were still far better equipped than any tribe he had ever seen, including Borkesh’s people. If the Ashreavers and Vorskai had come to blows, Raz would have bet all the drakada he had left on the humans, with or without the griffons.
But the Vorskai weren’t planning on fighting orcs today. And all the iron spear-tips and hide armor in Varellon wouldn’t save them from the dragon’s wrath. 
Only Raz himself could do that. 
An hour later, the group finally came to a halt in the center of another ruined village at the north end of the valley. Tyris asked Raz to wait on his thresk while she spoke with some of the Vorskai who were already waiting, and he used the opportunity to evaluate the surroundings more closely. 
Many of the homes in this village had been demolished rather than turned into smoldering frames. He wondered if that was nature’s doing or if the Vorskai had done it themselves in the hopes of building new structures soon. He suspected the latter, since some of the destruction looked more recent than the rest of the ruins, almost as if a second battle had been fought here at a later date. 
The verdant, grassy terrain was relatively flat here, but half a mile to the east, the land cleaved to form a wide, raised plateau that continued east for a great distance. The jagged, majestic mountains edged it to the north, walling in the northern side of the valley, but Raz couldn’t take his eyes off the plateau. He didn’t recall coming this way the one and only time he and Borkesh had traveled through this valley, but there was something almost eerily familiar about it. In fact, just looking at it had made the hairs on the back of his neck stand upright. 
“Is something wrong?”
Raz blinked and looked at Tyris. She was on her own thresk next to him again, her brow furrowed. It was only then he realized that his left hand was clutching at his scar as if the dragon’s claw had just pierced his chest again. It was aching even more than normal.
“I’m fine,” he said, clearing his throat. “Just considering the best places for everyone to be.”
“The dragon will roost upon the overlook,” Tyris said, pointing toward a promontory jutting out from the plateau. “Our delegation is supposed to meet him there.”
Raz nodded and tried to focus his thoughts. “How long do we have?”
“A few hours. He is not supposed to arrive until midday.”
“He’ll send scouts long before that.”
“His soldiers are already nearby,” Tyris said. “Our scouts spotted them camping south of the valley. Two thousand men, slave soldiers sent from his new army at Selod Maril.”
Raz’s guts tightened. Two thousand men…not a huge army, by any means, but more than enough to deal with tribal humans. The provincial soldiers weren’t as well-armed or equipped as the Wyrmguard, but they would still have access to tempered steel far beyond the capabilities of the Vorskai. And since most of those slaves would be orcs, they would also have an advantage in brute strength. Raz might have bet on the Vorskai against the Ashreavers, but not against orcs with superior equipment and training.
Though frankly, he doubted it would matter. The Sovereign wouldn’t bother sending in his armies when he could easily incinerate his enemies on his own. The orcs were probably only here for containment—they could spread across the valley to prevent the Vorskai from escaping into the plains to the south. He wouldn’t have been surprised if they’d even positioned some forces up on the eastern end of the plateau to sweep in and keep the humans from taking the high ground.  
The Sovereign wanted them hemmed in right here in the lowlands where they could all be cut down at once.
“The Sovereign will never let your delegation reach the overlook,” Raz said, gritting his teeth. “He’s a petty, angry, and violent man. I doubt he’ll bother landing on the roost. With your whole tribe gathered here in the ruins of the village, he could swoop down and wipe you out in a single pass.”
“As I told you before, we are counting on his arrogance and duplicity,” Tyris said. “We are prepared for his attack.”
She gestured across the ruined village to where some of the Vorskai warriors were taking up positions on the few buildings that still had relatively sturdy-looking roofs. Other archers were finding perches in trees, while the warriors equipped solely with spears appeared to be taking shelter behind rocks or in buildings near the water. 
“That’s not going to help,” Raz said, hearing the irritation creeping into his voice. “None of those buildings will withstand the dragon’s breath, and diving in the lake won’t save them. Not unless they sink so deep they drown.”
“The Mosh’Dalar is a raincaller,” Tyris said. “He can control the water and douse the flames.”
“Normal flames, maybe. But this is a dragon we’re talking about.”
“I can also protect them with my magic,” she insisted. “But only if they are close together. Spreading out will only ensure he can destroy us one by one.”
Raz grimaced. He was no military strategist—he made a living killing monsters, not armies. But he still understood the folly of trying to battle a dragon with soldiers standing shoulder-to-shoulder. During the Tirzak Migration, twenty thousand mantis warriors had been annihilated by only three dragons, all because they’d insisted on fighting in large groups.
But then again, the Tirzak hadn’t wielded sorcery like Tyris and the Vorskai moshalim. Barriers—especially collaborative barriers—had been powerful defensive tools in the distant past, at least if the history books were to be believed. And Raz had heard more recent stories of them being used again in the north when the Sovereign’s armies had clashed with those of Lostrien.
Perhaps there was some sense in her plan. Assuming that she and the chieftain were strong enough to repel a dragon’s breath. If so…
“Even if you can protect them for a while, there’s nothing to stop him from trying again and again,” Raz pointed out. “There’s no way to defeat a dragon without getting him on the ground. Even these fancy bolts won’t help if he isn’t close.”
“Our griffons are prepared to battle him in the sky, if necessary,” Tyris said. “But we’re hoping it won’t be. Not if we lure him to the overlook.”
Raz looked around at the other Vorskai. They continued to take up defensive positions nearby in the village, mostly out of direct sight. If he weren’t standing right here with them, he wouldn’t have noticed they were here at all, especially not from high above. 
“And how are you planning to do that?” he asked. “What did you offer him to get him out of Tel Kithas in the first place?”
“The same thing we offered you,” Tyris said. “Me.”
Raz’s stomach twisted. “As a prisoner?”
“As a prize,” she said. “We told him that we tire of the constant fighting, and that we still believe a union between our peoples is the only path forward. The Sovereign is desperate to breed more of his kind.”
“They always are,” Raz whispered in disgust. The very idea of an arrogant, vicious wretch like the Sovereign putting his hands on her made him want to tear out the monster’s heart. As bait, though, he couldn’t deny its effectiveness. Female dragons were so precious that the enemy wouldn’t want to risk torching the valley and catching her in the flames. 
Raz had a hard time believing that the Vaz Gorati would tolerate a female dragon with half-human blood, but the Sovereign had no compunction against antagonizing anyone who stood in his way. He had demonstrated that countless times in the past few years. 
“At first, all the dragon will see is our delegation approaching the overlook,” Tyris said. “I will not be among them.”
Raz grimaced. “Leaving them completely defenseless.”
“But making them more effective bait. The Sovereign will not attack the delegation without me present. Doing so would cost him his only chance to destroy me.”
“And force him to chase you into the mountains, which is what he wants to avoid.” 
Raz pursed his lips. Once he got past his disgust at the thought of Tyris being bait, he couldn’t deny that her plan made sense. The Sovereign wanted the Vorskai dragon, either to kill her or to breed her. Roasting the delegation without her in it wouldn’t gain him anything. Raz had to imagine that the only reason he’d agreed to this summit in the first place was to draw her out into the open. 
“He will roost upon the plateau,” Tyris said. “Hoping to convince us that he is true to his word and lure me out.”
“Let’s say this part of the plan works,” Raz mused. “The Sovereign isn’t known for his patience. I doubt he’ll wait long for you to appear.”
“He only needs to stay grounded long enough for you to reach him. If you lie in wait within the rocks abutting the overlook, he will not realize you are there until it is too late. You will strike, and the Vorskai shall be there to aid you if necessary.”
Raz nodded, the hairs on the back of his neck standing upright again. As far as crazy, half-baked strategies to kill a dragon went, it wasn’t the worst one he could imagine. That is, assuming he could live up to his title. Because if he attacked the dragon and failed…
“I don’t want you to help,” he told her. “I want you to stay back.”
“I am not helpless,” Tyris replied, brow furrowing. “You will need my aid to defeat him.”
“But your people will need you to stay alive,” Raz insisted. “If the dragon kills me, it doesn’t matter. Your people could still flee back into the mountains and survive. But if you are there with me…”
He trailed off. He couldn’t bring himself to vocalize the most gruesome possible outcome here. Just the thought of the Sovereign getting his vile claws upon her almost made him retch.
“The death of the Sorekûl Drakath would be a tragic loss,” Tyris said quietly. “Do you not see that?”
“I’m not saying I’m eager to get roasted by a dragon,” Raz said. “Only that you’re more important than I am. I don’t care what your Mosh’Dalar’s prophecies say—you are the future of your tribe. I’m nothing but a sword for hire.”
She shook her head. “Do you truly think so little of yourself?”
He could feel her eyes upon the side of his face, but he had no interest in meeting them. Not now. Not when he didn’t want her to sway him. 
“I’m just being realistic,” he said. “You have a future, and I’m not about to let you squander it.”
Tyris stayed silent for several heartbeats. “The Sorekûl Drakath is said to be a hunter, yet he acts more like a protector.”
“Sometimes they’re one in the same,” Raz said. 
His chest tightened again, but it was then, in the awkward silence that followed, that he realized he didn’t regret agreeing to help Tyris or her people after all. Not because this was a good idea or because he thought there was a great chance of success, but because if he hadn’t come here, Tyris and her people would have fought the dragon without him. 
And lost. 
“Show me where I need to go,” he said, setting his jaw and nudging his thresk to start moving again. “Just in case our quarry arrives early.”
[image: image-placeholder]Raz began his ascent up the winding path up to the plateau, and he ordered Tyris to wait and hide below while he got into position. He was a little surprised she didn’t argue the point—he had assumed they would have to battle it out before she realized he was right about the importance of keeping her safe. He didn’t know what had changed her mind, but she did have an odd look on her face as she took his thresk and returned to the other Vorskai in the valley. 
Strangely, she seemed more upset about the fact he’d told her that his own life was meaningless than about anything else he’d said. That didn’t make a whole lot of sense to him, but if it somehow convinced her to stay back out of the fighting…well, so be it. 
The footing on the rocky, uneven path wasn’t great, but Raz kept his eyes skyward nonetheless. He was far more concerned about the dragon arriving early than about twisting his ankle on a loose stone. 
But thankfully, there was nothing in sight by the time he reached the top. No dragons, no wyverns, no concealed assassins or scouts hidden somewhere. Combined with the fact that the Sovereign’s army was holding position miles away, this was more proof that Tyris was right about his motivations. The entire purpose of his summit was to draw her out, which meant that tipping his hand early would ruin everything. He would have to play this straight, at least for a little while. 
Which meant that this crazy scheme of theirs might work after all. 
The flat promontory jutted out ten yards from the edge of the plateau, creating a truly perfect platform for someone to stand and look out upon the splendor of the valley. From this height, Raz could see for miles in any direction, and he was pleased to note that he couldn’t spot any of the Vorskai hiding in the ruined village. With luck, the dragon wouldn’t be able to spot them, either. 
He knew he needed to get into cover quickly, but standing up here alone had redoubled the eerie familiar sensation he’d been having ever since they’d arrived in the valley. He was positive that he’d never been up on this summit before, yet he still felt like he was walking in his own shadow…
Or over his own grave. 
It might have simply been nerves at the prospect of finally putting his reputation to the test, but he didn’t think so. Despite the terrifyingly high probability that he would be dead in the next few minutes, he remained more nervous about what his failure would mean for Tyris than himself. 
Sabari had once told him that deep down, he was the protective sort, no matter how much he wanted to deny it. And she was probably right. He’d spent five years defending the people of the Reach and the Droughtlands from monsters, and not because he had a deep love of crawling through the putrid places of the world in search of nameless horrors. It just seemed like the right thing to do…and the best way to use these strange powers of his. 
Shrugging aside the thought, Raz made his way into the jagged field of rocks that ran about thirty yards north of the promontory right up to the valley wall. The whole area was a mess of massive boulders and smaller stones that had all tumbled down the mountains over the centuries. Finding a position that would offer him cover from the plateau was easy; finding a position that would shield him from the sky at the same time was a bit trickier. Eventually, he found a nook amidst the field of boulders with a long, thick slab of stone over it almost like a natural rooftop, and he promptly ducked inside. 
And waited. 
His swords didn’t require any preparation; they would be ready to strike the instant he needed them. His crossbow did, however, and as Raz crouched among the rocks, he unclipped the weapon from his belt and opened the case the Vorskai had given him. He would only have five shots. Though realistically, if it took more than one or two, he was dead anyway. 
In a perfect scenario, he would be able to shoot the dragon from the safety of his cover and kill it outright. But the odds of that happening were so preposterously low it wasn’t worth considering. The more plausible outcome was that he could stun the dragon with a precise shot, since the adamantine should allow the tips to piece the scales. The vatari tip—assuming it had been properly applied—would act as something of a poison. He could then either reload and fire again or move to engage with his swords. They wouldn’t be much use in a direct fight, but the sharp, moonsilver edges could slice open the vulnerable belly of a stunned dragon easily enough. 
Raz ran through the potential scenarios in his mind. It was almost like putting himself in a trance to get his body and his mind ready for a fight. The actual battles only rarely played out like he’d envisioned, but a hunter still needed to consider all his options. And to be ready for the unexpected. 
Though when the dragon still hadn’t arrived after he’d run through the scenarios three or four times, Raz’s thoughts finally started to drift. At this point, hiding behind a wall of jagged rocks and waiting for the most fearsome monster in the world to land in front of him, he couldn’t decide if he wished that Borkesh were here or not. Probably not, for the same reason he wished that Tyris and the Vorskai weren’t anywhere near this valley. They all had proper lives and futures in front of them, whereas if he failed to kill the dragon—if he made a complete ass of himself and got eaten the moment he emerged from his hiding spot—then nothing of great value would have been lost. 
In a way, his death would almost be poetic. It wasn’t only his reputation that had been built on killing a dragon, it was his powers as well. He had been a changed man when he had awakened from that first hunt. A magic eater. An Aetheric vampire. 
No, he was definitely glad that Borkesh wasn’t here. Or Sabari or Faradah or anyone else he cared about it. This was his fight. Even if his reasons for being here were dubious as hell. 
He had only just started mentally running through the possible outcomes again when a thunderous roar shook the valley. Raz glanced up in time to see the outline of a massive red dragon soaring over the mountains.
It all comes down to this. 
Taking a deep breath, he watched and waited to see what his quarry would do. A part of him still expected the dragon to immediately strafe the valley before flying home for a late lunch. Raz couldn’t see the Vorskai delegation from his current position, but he had to assume they were out there as very tempting and tasty bait…
But for once, his pessimism proved unfounded. The dragon dove straight for the promontory, landing with a reverberating crunch that rattled the rocks surrounding Raz hard enough he was fortunate his little cubby didn’t collapse around him. He used the noise to muffle his own movements, readjusting his position since he no longer needed visual cover from above. He peered around the corner, crossbow in hand—
And froze. 
The eerie sensation of déjà vu returned, but this time it quickly spread throughout his entire body. It was no longer just the valley or the summit that seemed familiar…it was the dragon itself. The glittering crimson scales, the mighty claws, the orange-red eyes like tiny fireballs smoldering in its horned skull…
Raz had abandoned his cover and started shuffling forward before he consciously realized he was moving. His crossbow trembled in his hand, his pulse pounded in his ears, and no matter how hard he tried to stop himself, his legs kept walking as if he were in a trance. 
“Krynn?” he breathed.
The dragon turned its massive head to look at him, its eyes shooting wide in surprise…and then in shock. 
“Alamir?”
The name reverberated through Raz’s mind like a thunderclap, shattering the vault sealing off his forgotten past. The memories flooded over him, first as a stream but then as a tidal wave dragging him into an inescapable abyss. 
Raz dropped to his knees, his crossbow clattering to the ground. 
And remembered.
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Dragonfall



Five Years Earlier…

Krynn and I made excellent time to the Godsworn Rise. We swung wide over the easternmost peaks of the mountain range, then began a gradual descent toward the Vorsk Valley. I kept us relatively high during our final approach to Dragonfall, hoping it would allow the humans plenty of time to see us coming without looking like we were about to strafe the valley on our way in. 
The downside of being this high was that it gave me an excellent view of the widespread devastation. Nature had long since reclaimed the scorched ground itself—the streaks of black ash that had scarred the valley for years after my father’s attack were long gone. Many buildings from the ruined villages remained, however; the burned-out husks were lasting monuments to Valion Sorokar’s flaming retribution for the murder of his Claw, Tirathon Vermillion. 
To my surprise, many of the humans were already gathered below about half a mile from a wide plateau that ran east from the northern end of the valley. It was a remarkable act of trust on their part. I couldn’t discern precise numbers from such a distance, since they were little more than tiny dots amidst the blackened buildings, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if there were several hundred of them. And they were clumped so closely together that a dragon could have annihilated them all in a single pass. 
They really do believe in me, I thought to myself. The Fakash Tal’Shira—the Hero of Destiny. 
It was an odd feeling to be hated by so many of your own people yet revered as a messiah-like figure amongst your enemies. I wasn’t entirely sure what to think of that yet. At best, I could use it to help me secure peace with the Vorskai and settle this conflict without bloodshed. At worst…
Well, there was always Krynn’s preferred solution. But Goddess willing, neither of us would have to use the awesome power we wielded. Lathriel believed in me—she had bet her future on believing in me. Whatever happened here today, I refused to let her down. 
I landed near the edge of the summit, the crash of my weight sending a shockwave across the rocky ground and creating a small landslide in the hedge of boulders and crags to my right. Krynn’s landing dislodged even more, but once the echoing rumble faded, the valley became almost eerily still. 
“It’s beautiful,” I said, taking a step forward to peer over the edge of the cliff into the valley beyond. “No wonder the humans wished to settle here.”
“We should resettle it first,” Krynn said. “It would make an excellent trading hub between Saranthe and Baradar. The humans could pick the fields for us.”
Stretching out his body, he growled low under his breath as he began to shift into his true form. I joined him, rearing back on my haunches and letting the Aether course through my draconic blood.
We both stepped out from beneath our saddles, and I was glad I’d landed far enough back that the delegation below couldn’t see us once we were in elven form. It was almost like peering behind the stage at the theater. Watching the actors change costumes dispelled the illusion of the performance.
And this would be a performance. If there was any hope of avoiding violence, I would need to project both strength and compassion here today. Too much of one or the other could sabotage everything. 
I used my glamour stone to conjure my sleek purple-black armor, and Krynn did the same with his golden scale mail. It felt a bit odd to put on a real belt with real swords while wearing a fake outfit, but the Vorskai wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. And being armed with moonsilver blades beyond anything they could possibly forge themselves definitely helped sell the “strength” part of performance. The compassion part I’d have to sell with my actual words. 
Once I was ready, I strode all the way up to the edge of the rocky overlook. 
“They seem to have spotted us,” I said, taking a deep breath to calm my nerves as the Vorskai delegation emerged from within the burned village and began making their way toward us.
“I’ll say one thing about the humans—they’re braver than they look,” Krynn grunted as he joined me at the overlook. He had apparently decided to leave his glaive in the saddle and attach a simple ceremonial dagger to his belt instead. “Or perhaps they’re merely too stupid to realize how easily we could annihilate them.”
“There’s no such thing as diplomacy without trust. You still expect them to betray us?”
“Always.”
I counted a dozen members in the human delegation, ten of whom were clearly warrior-types armed with spears, wooden shields, and bows. Their leader was carrying a gnarled wooden staff and wearing a bone headdress with a simple tattered brown robe. And next to him…
“That must be her,” I said, pointing to the red-haired girl walking beside the chieftain. She was the only female in the group and the youngest member as well. I doubted she was older than a recent teenager at most, nowhere near old enough to be branded.
But the perfect age to be the daughter of the man who’d been killed here fourteen years ago. 
“It’s hard to believe, isn’t it?” Krynn asked, eyes narrowing. “All this fuss over one little girl.”
“A girl with Vermillion blood,” I replied. “And possibly dragon blood. You don’t think that’s important?”
He stirred at my side. “It doesn’t have to be.”
“What do you mean?”
“You can still end this madness before it’s too late, Alamir,” Krynn said, his voice suddenly tight and sharp. “You don’t even have to get your own claws bloody if you don’t want to. Just give me the order, and the Vorskai will never threaten us again.”
I shot him a warning glance. “We’ve been over this.”
“I know, but I’m giving you another chance to change your mind. This girl isn’t an opportunity—she’s a threat. We can’t afford to let her develop her powers. And we absolutely cannot allow the dustborn to have a dragon!”
“That’s why we’re here,” I said, my patience straining. “If she agrees to come with us, we can solve this problem without killing anyone.”
“You honestly believe they’ll just hand her over to you?”
“No, of course not. But if it takes a promise of marriage to—”
“Oh, please,” Krynn interrupted. “She’s a dustborn, Alamir! What do you expect her to do for you? Pop out a child that will barely outlive a thresk? It might not even last long enough to see the end of your term!”
“She’s the last Vermillion scion,” I bit out, struggling to keep my voice down lest it carry all over the plateau. “She carries the blood of a Great House!”
“Fuck the Great Houses,” Krynn snarled. “How often have you told me that? How many times have you said you don’t give a damn what they think? Sanathar’s breath, you branded a girl from Lenya Valley and want to brand a faeyn girl next!”
I bared my teeth, already regretting my decision to let him come here with me. I should have known he wouldn’t be able to handle it.
“This is different.”
“Why? Because she’s a Vermillion and not a Tynov or a Lorkath or a Starwind? Why does that matter?”
“House Vermillion helped found Abethaal.”
“House Vermillion was run into the ground by generations of useless idiots who happened to be born with the right name. Have you ever considered that Vermillion deserved to die? That all the Great Houses deserve to die?”
A dark shiver ran through me. “What?”
“Let Vermillion stay dead,” Krynn said. “Let them be the first of many to fall.”
My mouth hung open. I had expected him to be skeptical and maybe even a little abrasive, but this…this wasn’t merely crossing the line. It was like pissing all over it. 
“What is wrong with you?” I asked in disbelief. 
“I’m not saying anything you haven’t thought yourself.”
“Yes, you are!” I snapped back, venom creeping into my voice. “And it was obviously a mistake to bring you along. Go back to Tel Kithas and wait for me.”
Krynn snorted. “And let you lead the province to ruin like every other Sorokar? No, I think not.”
A burst of rage welled up inside me, and my blood almost boiled over and transformed me back into a dragon. “What did you say to me?”
“I said no,” Krynn seethed. “I’m tired of listening to your witless prattle. I’m tired of living in your shadow. And I will no longer stand by and watch while you make idiotic decisions in the name of pride.”
“I am your prince! You will obey my commands!”
“You’re not my prince. And you’re not my Sovereign.” Krynn’s eyes blazed. “And you never will be.”
My hands trembled, and I could feel the draconic power coursing inside me, begging to be unleashed. But before I could move, Krynn’s hand flashed to his belt. He drew the dagger from his scabbard…but it wasn’t a ceremonial blade at all. 
It was a vatari crystal dagger. 
“Krynn—”
It was the last word Alamir Sorokar ever spoke. Krynn’s arm became a blur of movement as he plunged the dagger straight into my chest. 
My cry of agony was little more than a choked-off gurgle. Pain seared through every fiber of my being, sapping my strength in an instant. A geyser of blood hemorrhaged from the wound, and when I looked down in horror, I saw that the weapon had shattered on impact, lodging the corrupted blade in my sternum. The crystal glowed angrily, hungrily, as it feasted upon the magic in my dragon blood. My power ebbed away…
“Don’t worry,” Krynn said, lips twisted into a dark smile as I batted uselessly at his arms. “The Vorskai will pay for what they did to you. I will make certain of it.”
Leaning back, he kicked me hard enough to send me tumbling off the edge of the plateau. 
For the first time in my life, I was flying without wings. The cold air washed over my body, freezing the fires of agony and leaving behind only the numbness of death. My vision fell to blackness twice before I realized I had struck the ground, and as my head lolled to the side, the last thing I saw was dragon fire consuming the valley once more…
And a single red-haired girl fleeing from the destruction, tears streaking down the white warpaint on her cheeks.
[image: image-placeholder]I knelt there staring at the face of the red dragon, trying desperately to breathe as I clutched the scar at my chest. It burned as hot as the lava at Mount Garoth, as if the dagger were still lodged inside me. I swore I could feel the warmth of blood streaming over my fingers in a crimson river. 
“How…?” Krynn rumbled, his yellow dragon eyes narrowing. “How did you survive?”
Trembling, my body wracked with pain and my memories ravaged by the impossible, I looked up into the dragon’s eyes. Within the black slanted pupil of his smoldering orbs, I could see the reflection of the broken man on his knees.
Not Rasmus the Dragon Slayer. But Alamir Sorokar, the Black Prince. 
And suddenly, a thousand pieces from a dozen different puzzles all clicked into place. Not just about my life, but about everything. The destruction in the valley that looked more recent than my father’s initial attack, the burns on the Vorskai warriors who looked too young to have fought at the original Dragonfall…
And Tyris, the girl who had now become a woman. 
“Your body was a bloody mess,” Krynn said, still aghast in disbelief. “There’s no way—” 
He abruptly cut himself off, his eyes flicking down to the crossbow on the ground next to me, then to the scimitars at my belt… 
“Wait,” he said. “The legendary Dragon Slayer? The man who kills sorcerers and monsters for coin?”
Krynn lifted his head, stood tall on his haunches…and laughed. 
“Oh, this is too perfect!” he crowed. “The Sorekûl Drakath, is it? The man who built a reputation on killing a dragon…and yet the only dragon he ever killed was himself.”
He laughed again, so loudly it echoed off the mountains. 
I tried to breathe, but my lungs were filled with fire. I could feel Krynn stabbing me…I could feel my body toppling from the cliff…
And I could remember awakening in the orc camp where Borkesh and his people had brought me after they’d miraculously found a half-dead man amidst the devastation in the valley. 
“Incredible,” Krynn said, shaking his massive head. “Absolutely incredible. But then, I suppose it is a good time for resurrections, isn’t it? First, the Vorskai dragon reappears after five years, alive and well. And now you, old friend…”
“You betrayed me,” I rasped, still struggling to find my breath. “You betrayed Abethaal.”
Krynn’s laughter stopped. “No. I have saved Abethaal. I have taught the Empire that it can no longer afford to take our province for granted. I have delivered us from the idiocy of the Great Houses and their worthless scions!”
Squeezing my scar, gritting my teeth to fight back against the pain, I braced myself as another wave of memories crashed over me. Yes, a great deal had changed in the last five years. The bloody battles over Selod Maril, the mass enslavement of dustborn soldiers, the enormous armies mustered at the border of the province just waiting for the new Sovereign’s order to attack Lostrien and plunge the Empire into civil war…
“I was your friend,” I said, baring my teeth as if I were a dragon. “I was your brother!”
“No,” Krynn said, stepping forward and shaking his massive head. “You were a disgrace. And now you’re a ghost. A memory. Another victim of Vorskai aggression. But don’t worry, I mentioned you at my coronation. I told the entire province that I warned you about trusting the wretched dustborn. It made it so much easier to conscript them.”
A dark smile pulled open his maw. “And everyone in the Empire knows that the arrogant half-drow prince died a witless fool.”
A wave of rage boiled up inside me, and my thoughts flashed back to the palace. To my mother and father, to Sariss and Lathriel and Karethys…
Oh, Goddess, what has become of them?
“These humans hired you to kill me, didn’t they?” Krynn asked, chuckling again. “Do they even realize who you are?”
He slapped his tail upon the ground hard enough to send a rumble across the plateau. “I suppose it’s irrelevant. All that matters is that the Vorskai dragon is here, isn’t she? Hiding somewhere in the valley and hoping I will take the bait and get killed by the Dragon Slayer?” 
My scar throbbed again as I thought about Tyris. If she wasn’t hiding, if she was out there waiting to attack with her people…
“Well, I’ve always said that the humans are braver than they look,” Krynn sneered. “I knew they would try something, but this…this is almost clever. If only they knew how pathetic you truly were.”
He reared back to laugh again. And that was when I moved. 
Lunging for my fallen crossbow, I swept it back in my hand. The adamantine bolt was still loaded, and I took aim at the gaps in the scales on his neck—
But Krynn was faster. A blur of red streaked across my vision as he backhanded me with his right claw, hurling me into one of the jagged boulders I’d been using as cover. I felt—and heard—something snap inside me when I struck the rock, and the flash of raw agony in my shoulder told me exactly what that something was. 
“Dragon Slayer,” Krynn sneered. “Do you even know what it means to be one of us anymore? Or have you forgotten that, too?”
Clenching my teeth, fighting back against the pain, I clutched at my necklace and looked upon it with new eyes—or rather, old ones. The crystal was more than a chunk of vatari—it was a glamour stone whose nature I had completely forgotten…
The pain in my shoulder subsided slightly as my scar fed upon the magic and began to heal my wounded flesh. But I was still weak when I dragged myself to my feet and unsheathed the swords from my belt. 
“You always did wish you were a Blade Dancer,” Krynn said, stomping forward. “But we’re not sparring anymore, Alamir.”
“Good,” I hissed, rushing forward. 
His claw swatted at me, and if not for the power of my scar, I would have been smashed into a fine paste. But my supernatural speed allowed me to rush past his claw and slash the inside of his arm. His scales were thick, but the moonsilver blades still tasted meat, and his roar of pain shook the entire mountain. 
Krynn unwittingly exposed his belly as he recoiled, and I lunged at his vulnerable underside with all the strength I could muster—
But I never made it. Krynn whirled his body out of reach at the last heartbeat, and his tail came swooping in from out of nowhere to slam into my side and send me flying across the summit once again. 
I had no idea where my blades landed, nor any memory of moving from one place to another. But when my vision recovered from utter blackness, I was lying on my side atop the hard, dry ground some twenty yards away from the dragon, unarmed and defenseless. 
“I told you the Lin’faleel was obsolete,” Krynn taunted, crunching toward me again. 
Pain seared through my body like venom. My muscles. My bones. The very core of my being. My scar, still empowered by the crystal, was struggling to mend my flesh…but there was no way it could heal me in time. 
“The only thing you were ever good at was becoming a dragon,” Krynn said. “But you can’t do that anymore, can you? The vatari won’t allow it.”
Screaming into my teeth, I could feel the dragon blood boiling in my veins—blood I hadn’t realized I’d had for the past five years. And Krynn was right: I had once been able to call upon it at a moment’s notice, easier than any dragon in generations. 
Yet now, it was out of my reach. The corrupted dagger that had given me this scar—the dagger whose shards must have been responsible for my strange gift—had sapped away not only my sorcery, but my very ability to tap into my blood legacy. It was dammed up. Walled off. 
Forgotten. 
“It’s almost a pity,” Krynn sneered. “You really were the best. But I’ve learned more than you can imagine these past five years. I’m twice the dragon you ever were…and without a single drop of Great House blood in my veins.”
He stopped a few yards from me, then snorted. 
“It’s a little late, but I suppose it’s finally time to finish what I started,” he said. “Whoever would have imagined I’d get a second chance to destroy Sorokar and Vermillion in the same day?”
Rearing back, Krynn sucked in a deep breath. His eyes blazed, his jaw opened wide, and he unleashed a deadly stream of flame across my body. 
But it never quite reached me. 
Time seemed to slow to a crawl as I blinked in confusion, forearm held reflexively in front of me as if it would somehow help. But the flames weren’t touching my skin. They were breaking around my body like a river splitting upon an invisible rock. It was only then I realized I was no longer alone. 
Perhaps I never had been.
I heard Tyris breathing before I turned my head to see her standing behind me, hands thrust outward as she bent the flames of Krynn’s breath around us. My scar could feel the Aetheric energy rippling off her…
And then the flames vanished. Krynn reared back, smoke still sizzling from the sides of his mouth, his eyes wide as he looked upon the Vorskai girl standing protectively over me. 
“Impressive,” he said in a half snarl. “The flamecaller barbarian I’ve heard so much about. Not hiding after all, then?”
“You will pay for your treachery, dragon,” Tyris snarled as she reached up and unsheathed the sword from her back. “The Vorskai will bow to your Empire no longer!”
“No,” I groaned through clenched teeth as I tried to summon the strength to stand. But my body was still too broken to move. “Get out of here. Run!”
“I will not leave your side,” Tyris said. “And I will not allow this monster to destroy my people.”
Her left hand flashed as she launched a bolt of fire straight at the dragon’s nose. Krynn roared and reared back again as the flames singed his muzzle. Not that any fire could fell a dragon, even hers.
But it did buy us a single moment of reprieve. 
“You have to run!” I pleaded, bracing myself up on an elbow despite the agony shooting through my shattered ribs. “Now!”
“No,” Tyris said. “We will face him together.”
She reached out to grab my hand and pull me up—
The instant our skin touched, it was as if something inside me exploded. I inhaled sharply as a fresh surge of power shot through my body, just like when we had kissed the night before. All of a sudden, the ravenous hunger in my scar was sated, and the pain rippling through my body was gone… 
And I screamed as my dragon blood caught fire for the first time since I had awakened as Rasmus the Slayer. 
Tyris gasped when my bones began to snap and grow, and even Krynn took a step back when my clothing shredded around my black scales. My vision darkened for an instant as my eyes adjusted to their new form, and I felt the satisfying rumble of the very ground yielding beneath me as I stood up on all fours. 
Not as a man. Not as a Slayer. 
But as a dragon. 
“Impossible,” Krynn breathed. 
I stretched out my neck as the last of my bones snapped into place. My black scales shimmered in the midday sun, but my chest…my chest was glowing. Lines of green energy burned across my torso as the vatari buried deep within me flared to life, gorging itself on the renewed flow of magic. My scar appeared to have grown along with the rest of me, except instead of a blackened patch of flesh, it was like a glowing green inferno threatening to pour out of me at any instant. 
“What…?” Krynn gasped. “What are you?”
“What you made me!” I roared.
Propelled by pure, unbridled fury, I charged and slammed into Krynn with all my vatari-infused might, hurling him toward the overlook and nearly sending him toppling over it. His claws bit deep into the dry rock, halting his momentum at the last moment. 
“Stay back!” I warned Tyris. “He’s mine.”
I charged like a bull, horns downward. But the instant before I could tackle him over the edge, Krynn thrust out his wings and launched himself upward at a seemingly impossible angle from a standing start. 
It won’t be that easy to shake me. 
Allowing my momentum to carry me over the edge, I thrust out my wings to catch the wind as I began my own furious climb in pursuit. Krynn appeared to be fleeing—he was heading straight north up and over the mountains, perhaps believing he could reach his armies at Selod Maril before I caught him. 
But Krynn had never been able to beat me in a race before. And now, with Tyris’s power fueling my scar, it was no contest whatsoever. 
I caught up to him just beyond the valley, slamming into him in mid-air, utterly heedless of the danger of sending us both plummeting into the jagged peaks beneath us. My claws hooked into his scales as his teeth snapped for my flank, and we became a spiraling tangle of wings and fire and rage…
We crashed into the mountains, shattering stone and conjuring an eruption of rock and dust. I nearly lost my grip on him as we began to tumble downward, and I felt his claws desperately trying to rake open my black scales. But even when they found purchase and tore into my skin, my scar numbed the pain and sealed over the wounds.
Krynn wouldn’t be so lucky. Leveraging my superior strength and size, I caught hold of one his arms as it tried to slash at my throat…
And snapped the bone like a twig. 
His shriek echoed across the mountains as we continued to slide down the mountainside. In his throes of agony, his hind legs and tail managed to propel himself free of my grip. He vanished in a cloud of debris as I tried to halt my descent, spearing my claws into the rock like grappling hooks. 
When I finally slid to a stop, I was surrounded by an opaque cloud of dust and debris that even my draconic eyes couldn’t pierce. I heard Krynn’s agonized wailing somewhere further down the mountain. Thrusting out my wings again, I launched myself forward and glided toward the noise, landing when I saw the mass of red scales. Krynn was on his side, struggling to stand with one of his arms shattered. 
“I trusted you!” I roared, my voice rolling over the mountains. “You destroyed everything!”
“I saved Abethaal from your weakness!” Krynn snarled over the blood frothing from his mouth. “I made us strong again!”
I lumbered forward another step. The cloud of dust remained thick, but we appeared to be in a bowl-shaped depression surrounded by a wall of jagged stones. I could still hear rocks sliding down the mountains behind us.
“You’ve enslaved thousands,” I said, remembering all the horrors Rasmus had witnessed that Alamir had never seen. Villages left silent and empty by the mass-conscriptions—another word for outright enslavement. Children dead of starvation because there were no parents to feed them. The massive slave armies of chagarri and humans and orcs gathered at the Lostrien border, the fleet of warships protecting Darmaste and Tol Morhir…
“I have given the dustborn a purpose,” Krynn bit out. “Isn’t that what you wanted all along? To forge an alliance? To bring them into the fold?”
“I wanted to make peace!”
“And I have done that!” The dust began to clear, the sun glinting off the pool of blood gathering beneath him as he struggled to hold himself upright. “For millennia, we’ve allowed the dustborn to breed and rot and die in a useless cycle. Now they serve us. Their blood fuels our strength.”
I growled deep in my throat, remembering the struggles of Borkesh’s people, the last free orcs in Abethaal. They had been forced to flee deeper and deeper into the mountains to avoid being forcibly conscripted into the Sovereign’s armies…
“What good are soldiers against the Empire?” I demanded. “You know they’ll eventually wipe out your slaves and take the vatari from you.”
“Oh, they have tried,” Krynn said with a derisive snort. “You have no idea what I’ve built here, Alamir. Or what my soldiers are capable of.”
I shook my head as I loomed over him. “You’re going to start a war! Dragons against dragons!”
“Yes, I am. And when I’m finished, Abethaal will be stronger than ever. No more Drought. No more infighting.” 
With a groan of pain, Krynn finally lifted himself up onto his three working limbs. “Don’t you understand? I’m going to accomplish what you could only dream about.”
“No. You’re going to pay for what you’ve done!”
I charged him again. His wings opened, and he tried to leap into the air. But this time I slammed into him first. We rolled across the rocks, claws slashing and teeth biting like feral beasts locked in a primal struggle to the death. But I was larger and stronger and faster, and it wasn’t long before I had him on his back, shrouded beneath the shadow of my wings. My teeth lunged for his throat—
But then he was gone. 
My jaw snapped together, empty, and I whipped my head around the rock-encased bowl. There was the faintest hiss in the air, as if it were about to ignite…and then I spotted Krynn perched upon one of the jagged formations at the edge of the bowl, upright despite his shattered arm. 
“Shadow magic?” I gasped. “How…?”
“Your mother may be gone, but I learned a few of her tricks,” Krynn sneered from his perch. “You’re the drow, yet I understand your people better than you do.”
“What’s next?” I snarled. “Palerending? Have you summoned demons to aid you, too?”
“It’s been a long time, old friend. I’ve learned more than you can imagine.”
I spread my wings as I judged the distance between us. “Magic won’t save you,” I said, feeling my scar roil in anticipation of another meal. “Not from me.”
“I’ve heard the legends. The sorcerer-hunter, the magic-eater. The Senosi vampire…you died a fool, and you awakened an abomination.” Krynn shook his head. “But it doesn’t matter. You can’t kill me, Alamir. Not without sacrificing the dustborn you love so much.”
I froze. “What?”
“My armies began their advance before I landed,” he said. “They will be in the valley soon, and they have orders to wipe out every single one of the barbarians…except the girl.”
He smiled through bloody teeth. “You were right about her all along. It would be a waste to kill such a rare beauty. In a few days she’ll be wearing my brand, and I doubt it will take long to breed the dustborn filth out of her blood.”
I launched myself at the stone shelf and slammed my shoulder into it hard enough to shatter the stone like a sandcastle…but Krynn was no longer there. I whirled around, hovering, and spotted him perched on another pillar on the opposite side of the bowl. 
“Hunt me down if you wish,” he said, his yellow eyes blazing. “But you’ll have to sacrifice the humans—and the girl—to take your vengeance.”
I turned my head back toward the summit. We couldn’t have been more than a few hundred yards away, but I still couldn’t see much through the clouds of dust. I could hear the rumble of distant cavalry, though, and the familiar sound of orcish war horns…
“No,” I snarled, turning back. “You aren’t going anywhere. I have plenty of time to kill you and destroy your armies.”
“Are you sure?” Krynn snorted, flames spewing from his snout. “I could never understand why you cared about the dustborn. Well, now is your chance to save them. We both know you can’t resist.” 
With a pained cry, he launched himself into the air and began to climb over the mountains. I stretched out my wings and prepared to pursue…
When I heard a female voice call out in the distance. 
Tyris. 
Twisting around, my wings pumping as hard as they could, I soared back toward Dragonfall. Even though we hadn’t traveled all that far, it still felt like it took me an eternity to return to the valley. The haze of dust kicked up from our grapple cleared once I gained altitude, and it wasn’t long before I spotted Tyris’s red mane near the overlook.
She wasn’t alone. About a dozen other Vorskai were up there with her on the plateau, including the Mosh’Dalar and the warriors from the delegation. They had already engaged Krynn’s forces—columns of smoke were rising up from the scorched bodies of the cavalry vanguard who had foolishly attempted to charge them without support.
Unfortunately, that support had now arrived. A wall of orcish thresk riders, probably a hundred strong at least, were spreading out in a wide circle around the Vorskai. Tyris had her sword in one hand and a ball of flame in the other, and she had created several walls of fire to act as searing barricades. 
But it wouldn’t keep the enemy at bay for long. Once the orcs were ordered to charge, they were fast enough—and spread out enough—that even a flamecaller with her power wouldn’t be able to fend all of them off. They would trample the Vorskai like thornbushes…
Flattening my wings, I dove toward the summit. The orcs saw me coming—a giant, roaring black dragon emerging from the mountains like the specter of death itself—but most of them were apparently too stubborn or too disciplined to break formation and flee. 
But the slave soldiers weren’t the target of my ire. The Avetharri commanders riding among them were. 
I spotted them easily—their silver armor and red-plumed helmets were difficult to miss. Unlike their soldiers, they definitely panicked—they had spurred their faster horses into a frantic gallop in the opposite direction, and two of them had conjured protective barriers of energy to shield themselves from my fury. 
Not that it made a difference. Sucking in a lungful of air, I breathed a deadly cone of flame as I strafed overhead, incinerating all five of them in a single pass. The orcs I missed on purpose, having no interest in slaughtering conscripts unless I had to. I assumed that witnessing the pyre I’d made out of their Avetharri overlords would have sent them scattering across the plateau…
But it didn’t. Amazingly—appallingly—they lowered their spears and charged the Vorskai. 
I didn’t understand. Orcs overwhelmed by battle lust would often fight longer and harder than any human, but these men were slave soldiers. They weren’t fighting for their people or their clans, and I had just roasted the officers commanding them. Why in Lahara’s name wouldn’t they retreat while they could?
You’ve no idea what my soldiers are capable of.
I grimaced as Krynn’s warning echoed in my head. What had he done to these men?
I didn’t have time to seek out an answer. The wall of cavalry was charging toward the Vorskai. The humans launched a volley of arrows, dropping several of the orcs, and Tyris unleashed a fireball that obliterated several more. But there were too many of them closing too quickly…
Bringing myself about with a turn of a wing, I drew in another deep breath as I strafed across the plateau. For all their bravery—or stupidity—the charging cavalry remained no threat to a dragon. My flames enveloped them as I roared past, searing beast and men alike. 
The agonized screams were still assaulting my ears when my breath was spent. The stench of death filled my nostrils, along with thick, pungent smoke. But when I glanced behind me, I saw that I’d broken the charge. The few riders that had survived were easy pickings for Tyris and the Vorskai.
But the rest of Krynn’s army could still be out there in the valley. 
As I soared over the plateau, the taste of ash in my mouth and wisps of smoke curling up from my snout, I spotted the wall of infantry closing in on the burned-out village. They hadn’t scattered across the valley for containment after all. They were moving in small, spread-out groups rather than a tight formation, shields out and spears at the ready. More orcs mounted on thresk were acting as mobile archers to support them. 
The Vorskai weren’t unprepared—they were already firing volleys of arrows of their own at the incoming attackers, and having seen their entrenched positions firsthand, I knew the enemy wouldn’t be able to take the village without suffering some losses. Even their wyverns were mostly neutralized—the Vorskai griffon-riders had flown out to meet them, engaging in a deadly melee of snapping beaks and venomous tails.
Still, the humans remained badly outnumbered, not to mention poorly equipped. This would be a very long and very bloody battle no matter who prevailed…unless I stopped it. 
Sucking in a deep breath, I strafed above the horde of infantry marching toward the village. Without mounts, they had no hope of trying to scatter, though some had thrown up their shields in a futile attempt to protect themselves. But when the flames emerged from my mouth, I didn’t incinerate them. Instead, I drew a line of fiery death across the valley in front of them, hoping that the wall of flame would convince them to flee. 
But just like the cavalry above, the soldiers weren’t deterred. The groups charged around the flame, and some tried to run through it, setting themselves on fire in the process. They were acting more like Chol—like monsters—than like men. 
Sanathar’s breath. 
The ash in my mouth turned to bile as I slowly banked across the valley. Nothing was going to stop them except annihilation. And there was no one who could dispense it but me. 
Sweeping low, my father’s words drumming in my mind, I unleashed another assault, roaring across the scattered groups of soldiers and obliterating them one by one. Man and beast, flesh and metal, all reduced to ash in my wake. I tried to give them a chance to retreat, leaving plenty of groups alive with each pass…but they pressed on, some dying to Vorskai arrows and spears, but most meeting their end in the pyre. 
A dragon’s justice mete in flame. 
I winced as I looped over the valley. This wasn’t justice. This was a slaughter—a massacre. 
And as my scar began to throb once more in my chest, not in hunger but in memory of the betrayal that had unleashed this nightmare upon Abethaal, I promised myself that I would finally live up to my name. The Sorekûl Drakath. 
Because I was going to kill a dragon. 




Epilogue


I felt the warmth of the sun on my face long before my eyes fluttered open. There were no burning sensations in my sides from the swipe of Krynn’s claws, nor any pain from the handful of arrows that had managed to slip through the gaps in my scales as I wrought devastation across the valley. Even my scar remained numb, though I did feel a gentle pressure resting upon it… 
“It’s all right. Just take it slowly and try to breathe.”
My mind was so foggy I barely recognized Tyris’s voice until I was staring up into the green eyes behind her warpaint. She was kneeling at my side, her right hand pressed against my chest while her left gently stroked the side of my face.
Experimentally, I lifted my left arm high enough that I could see it, and I was greeted with the flesh of a man rather than the black scales of a dragon.
“Any sign of reinforcements?” I asked, wincing inwardly at the sound of my voice. It was no longer the smooth, cultured tone of Alamir the Black Prince, but the gravelly, half-dead rasp of Rasmus the Slayer.
“No,” Tyris said. “You destroyed them all.”
I closed my eyes. I had landed in the village after the battle, and I vaguely recalled transforming back into a man. But I’d been so drained I’d barely been able to stay upright…and I hadn’t succeeded for long. 
“Krynn won’t wait long before he sends more men,” I said. “Or returns himself.”
“Those who saw him flying said he was badly wounded. That he may not have escaped the mountains.”
“Oh, he escaped. And he’ll be back.”
“If so, we will be ready for him,” Tyris said. “With you at our side, we cannot fail.”
I snorted, but there wasn’t an ounce of sarcasm or doubt in her voice. I shouldn’t have been surprised, since she had just watched me single-handedly annihilate an entire army and wake up without a scratch. 
But somehow, it didn’t feel like a victory to me. Not with Krynn still on the loose. 
Not with the truth of the past five years laid bare before me.
Grimacing at the sudden flare of old pain in my scar, I propped myself up on an elbow and looked around. We were in a small campsite beside the lake. The smell of ash was everywhere, but I didn’t see or hear any fires burning nearby. The rest of the Vorskai appeared to be tending to the wounded and cleaning up after the battle. I had no concept of how many warriors they’d lost, but hopefully not many.
“We endure because of you,” Tyris said. “The black dragon. The Fakash Tal’Shira.”
The words conjured another rush of old memories. Standing in the Tiralis dungeon, interrogating that Vorskai messenger five years ago…
And the sight of a young Tyris fleeing the devastation after Krynn had betrayed me.
“You knew who I was this whole time, didn’t you?” I rasped. 
She looked down at me, a twinge of regret in her eyes. “Yes…and no.”
I stared back at her, waiting for an explanation. 
“After the massacre, we believed you were dead,” Tyris said. “Many in the tribe despaired. They believed that the Mosh’Dalar had followed false visions and led us to our destruction. Some left the mountains and moved to the Droughtlands. Others banded together to attack the Sovereign’s forces wherever and whenever they could.”
I closed my eyes as the memories rolled over me. As Rasmus the Slayer, I’d heard all sorts of rumors about what had happened to the Vorskai in the Eastern Droughtlands even though I had rarely left the western part of the province. But now, like so many other things, events I hadn’t realized were connected were coming together. 
“It didn’t end well,” I murmured. 
“No,” Tyris said. “The Sovereign’s retribution was swift and brutal. He destroyed our raiding parties and hunted down our camps. Many of our warriors were killed, but others were taken and conscripted into the new armies he wished to build. Traders who have been to the cities speak of dark rituals and torments inflicted upon the conscripts, human, chagarri, and orc alike.” 
I grimaced. Dark rituals, possibly including something that compelled Krynn’s armies to fight to the death. I had no concept of what channeling technique could accomplish that feat on such a vast scale. It seemed impossible. 
“We retreated deeper into the mountains and gorm tunnels, as you saw,” she went on. “We expected the dragon and his minions to follow, but they did not. It was only later we realized that he had begun to fight amongst his own people. That chaos proved to be our salvation.”
I dreaded to imagine what had happened in Tel Kithas when Krynn had come to power. I had only heard whispers about infighting and murders, and I had seen more than my fair share of disgraced blood scions from the Great Houses migrate to the Reach. I’d never looked into it too deeply, but now…
“It wasn’t until recently…several months ago…that one of our people claimed to have seen the Black Prince in the north,” Tyris said. “Another later confirmed the story, saying that you had donned a new mantle, but that you wore the same face as the Fakash Tal’Shira.”
“I’m surprised they recognized me,” I said. “No one else ever did. I spent so much of my life in the palace that almost no knew what I looked like.”
I glanced down at my pallid arms. I certainly didn’t look like a half-drow anymore, not after the dagger had sapped so much of the gray from my flesh. 
“Many did not wish to believe them,” Tyris said. “They were convinced that the old prophecies were misinterpreted. But I knew better.”
The way the sun caught in her red hair made it appear ablaze, yet it was nothing compared to the intensity in her emerald eyes. “That’s why you went alone,” I said. 
She nodded. “I have seen your face in the flames. I knew that I would be able to confirm or deny their tales. That is why I went to the Falls—the Aether told me you would be there soon. And when I saw you in the caves, I wondered if you might also recognize me.”
“But I didn’t. And you probably had no idea why.”
“I had many questions,” Tyris admitted. “But after we spoke, I knew something had happened. You had survived death, but it was unclear whether you remained the Fakash Tal’Shira. I did not know what to do besides bring you back to the Mosh’Dalar and see if your memories returned.”
“Well, they have now. For better or worse.”
“Only better,” she said. “Despite the Sovereign’s betrayal, you have returned to us to fulfill your destiny. And so you shall.”
Before I could respond, she leaned in and kissed me on the lips. It was soft and gentle, little more than a drawn-out peck, and yet the rush of power it sent surging through me was enough to banish all traces of grogginess and fatigue. I still couldn’t believe how effortlessly her mere touch could sate my scar. It was invigorating. Soothing. 
And frankly, more than a little arousing. It might have been downright embarrassing if not for the blanket covering the lower half of my body. My clothes—Rasmus’s clothes—hadn’t survived the transformation. 
“My name is Tyris Vermillion,” she said. “By the blood you have spilled for the blood in my veins, I am yours.”
She smiled, as if relieved at finally being able to deliver a line she had been holding back for five long years. I didn’t know how to respond, but mercifully, she didn’t leave me hanging. Her hand slid across my chest and she shook her head in astonishment. 
“Your wounds have all mended,” she said. “I have never witnessed anything like it.”
“It’s the scar,” I said, reaching up and guiding her fingers to the wound—the wound that until today, I had sincerely believed was from a dragon’s claw. But no, it was from a vatari dagger like the legendary Gûl Dagnir wielded by Sarodihm assassins in the distant past. Somehow, Krynn had forged another one…
Bits of the corrupted crystal remained lodged in my flesh even now. Perhaps it had seeped into my very blood. It might explain why my skin had turned a deathly shade of white. 
“The wound that should have killed you now sustains you,” Tyris said. “And it will be the instrument of your vengeance.”
Or my doom, I thought darkly, the warnings from all the healers I’d spoken to fresh in my head. They had all promised that the scar would kill me soon.
But that had been when it ached every day, desperate to feed. I had never imagined it could be sated.
Until now, with little more than her touch. 
Squeezing her wrist again, I slowly leaned the rest of the way up. Other than a brief wave of disorientation, I felt fine.
“Your people shouldn’t stay here,” I said.
“The Vorskai cannot flee from the Empire forever,” Tyris said. “We must learn to stand our ground and defend what is ours.”
“One day, I’m sure you will,” I said. “But not yet. Not as long as Krynn is still out there.”
Tyris studied me silently, then eventually nodded. “Not until the throne is once again yours.”
My chest tightened as I imagined all the horrors that must have taken place in Tel Kithas over the past five years without my family’s stewardship. The purges, the blood, the depravity…
“That…might be a while,” I said. “I’ve been gone a long time now. I can’t just fly up to the palace and tell everyone I’m still alive.”
“Why not?”
It was such an earnest question, asked with the understandable naïveté of someone who had no concept of Imperial politics or life in the court. In a way, I envied her. I envied Rasmus, who had been blissfully stripped of some memories I’d sooner forget. 
“Because Krynn will have built a power base,” I said. “My father and my family are long gone. I don’t know if I have any allies left…or if he did something to them.”
A cold knife of guilt twisted in my gut. My allies.
My wives.
“I have to find them,” I whispered. 
Tyris frowned. “Who?”
“My wives,” I said. “Goddess, if he’s done anything to harm them…”
I balled my hands into fists, remembering my last moments with each of them. I had left Sariss and Karethys in my chambers expecting me to return that night. And I had left Lathriel with a promise of binding her as soon as the Vorskai situation was resolved. 
But it had been five years since my death. Five years since I had been there to protect them…
The brand that marks her as yours will also make her a target for your enemies.
My mother’s warning seared into my thoughts. I pressed my eyes shut, forcing myself to breathe. No, Krynn wouldn’t have harmed them, not if he wanted to blame the Vorskai for my death and cast himself as the grieving friend. The Vaz Gorati would have shielded Sariss regardless, and with any luck, my mother and House Teviss would have taken in Karethys. And as for Lathriel…
I genuinely didn’t know. Was she still in the Skywatch serving the man who had tried to murder me? Had she believed his lies about the Vorskai and turned against them? Had she seen what a monster he was and returned to the Sarodihm?
Had she been killed in battle somewhere?
The knife in my gut twisted again, and this time I remembered the words of my father. A Sovereign’s first duty was to the province, to the Empire, and then to his wives. Abethaal was clearly suffering, and the Empire was straining against the rogue Sovereign and his precious vatari. My duty should have been clear. 
But Alamir Sorokar, the prince who was meant to become Sovereign, was dead. In his place was a broken man who had forgotten everything…yet experienced more of the real world than he ever could have imagined. Rasmus had traveled across Abethaal and met people from all walks of life. He had learned more in the past five years than in the previous twenty inside the walls of the palace. 
And Rasmus didn’t give a fuck about the Empire. Not if his friends were in trouble. 
Not if his wives needed him. 
“I have to set things right,” I whispered. 
Tyris looked back at me, her face unreadable. I didn’t know if she would understand—or could understand. But I knew what I had to do.
“Then I will help you.”
“You don’t have to,” I said. “I know you want to help your people. And they clearly need you.”
“Yes, they do,” she said. “But my future is with you. And yours is with me.”
A lump formed in my throat. Maybe Tyris couldn’t understand a dragon’s bond to his wives, but she definitely understood loyalty. To her people…and to me, the man she believed she was destined to marry. No matter what name I called myself. 
“I have heard stories about your Blade Dancers,” she said. “Noble warriors who bind themselves to a partner and fight alongside them until the end.”
“They call themselves the Dal’Rethi,” I said. “I’ve long admired their order, and I studied their fighting techniques all my life. They have a word for their bond, but there’s no precise human translation.”
“What is the word?”
“Mas’Kari,” I said. “Two as one.”
“Maskari,” Tyris repeated, the words blending together with her human accent. 
“Dal’Rethi bond for life,” I said. “It’s an ancient tradition. And one I’ve always respected.”
Smiling, Tyris brought herself to feet, then offered a hand to help me up. 
“Where you lead, I shall follow,” she said. “Together, as Maskari.”
[image: image-placeholder]Selod Maril was little more than a haze of blood in his vision when Krynn Mandar, Dragon Sovereign of Abethaal, came soaring toward the isolated southern watchtower. Every flap of his wings since he’d escaped the Godsworn Rise had sent a fresh wave of agony shooting through his body, and only the iron force of his will had driven him this far without cratering somewhere in the Droughtlands. 
He snarled as he approached the top of the tower, watching as the guards standing atop it scrambled to get out of his way. He would have preferred to fly all the way to the barbican, but he didn’t think he could last that long. And even if he could, he didn’t want the soldiers filling the massive valley to see their Sovereign in such a state of distress. To them, he was more than just another Sovereign. He was a Dragon God. 
Except that gods couldn’t be defeated. Certainly not by men who should have been long dead. 
Krynn crashed down upon the tower like a boulder hurled from a trebuchet, cracking stone and throwing a cloud of dust across the battlements. He was vaguely aware of the tower guards screaming, and he was reasonably sure he blacked out at least once before he saw one of them peeking up from the spiraling steps to see what had happened. 
“The priestess,” Krynn hissed, his vision dimming. “Bring her. Now!”
The guard scurried away as his lord commanded, and Krynn faded in and out of consciousness several times before he heard fast footsteps approaching again. Even through the haze, he could make out the woman rushing over to him, and it wasn’t long before he felt her blood magic course through him, mending his torn scales and shattered bones. 
It wasn’t enough. As powerful as Miniel had become, even the Vaz Gorati had their limits. It would take a long time for him to heal under her care. Weeks. Perhaps months. Time he could no longer afford to lose. 
But it didn’t matter. He had other, more powerful options available to him. For now, though, his vision had mostly cleared, and he was able to lean up on his good arm and look down at the frightened black-haired priestess beneath him. 
“My lord,” she said, her voice trembling as she channeled every spark of power she had into him. “I knew it was a trap. The humans would never—”
“You know nothing!” Krynn bit out. “He’s alive.”
The Dragon Priestess looked up at her master, a wave of stunned confusion overtaking the tears running down her cheeks. “My…my lord?”
“Alamir! He’s alive. And so is the Vermillion dragon…”
Miniel’s face turned ghostly white, and her hand slipped away from his scales. “But that’s…that’s impossible.”
“He’s out there right now,” Krynn spat. “Plotting our destruction!”
Fighting against the pain, he dragged himself upright as best he could with his crippled limb. The tower top wasn’t merely cracked; it was also slick with buckets of his blood. 
“They have to be destroyed,” he said. “Now. Before the Great Houses or the Empire realize he survived.”
“My lord, you are no shape to battle anyone,” Miniel said. “You need rest and—argg!”
The priestess shrieked in pain and dropped to her knees when Krynn focused his will on her brand. The shattered-shield symbol of House Mandar upon her belly did so much more than mark her womb as his property; he had made sure it could be used as an instrument of discipline as well. 
Miniel was completely loyal, of course, having already given him one healthy child and now several months pregnant with another. And she had helped him break in over a dozen other wives by now. Still, a dragon couldn’t afford to let his servants grow too comfortable. It was important to remind his wife that while she may have been first among his servants, she still belonged on her knees. 
“I beg my lord’s forgiveness,” she said, teeth clenched and voice quaking as her brand glowed an angry red. Krynn let her prostrate herself for several more heartbeats before he released his control.
“I will recover swiftly,” he said as the glow in her brand faded. “But we won’t need to chase him. I know exactly where he will go.”
“My lord?” Miniel asked. 
“Where is the faeyn ranger?” he asked. “The wyvern rider.”
The priestess frowned as she searched her memory. “I-I don’t know, my lord. No one has seen her for years, not since she left the Skywatch.”
“I want her found. Immediately.”
“My lord, she may not even be in the province. She could have—”
“I don’t care if she’s halfway across the Empire,” Krynn snapped. “I want her found! Do you understand?”
“Yes, my lord,” she said, bowing her head. “I will see it done.”
“Good.” He hissed through his teeth. “What about the drow cunt his mother gave him?”
“His concubine departed with his mother after your coronation, my lord. I assume she is still with his family.”
“Find out,” he demanded. “House Teviss will know. If they don’t, make sure they understand there will be consequences if they refuse to aid us.”
“Yes, my lord.” Miniel hesitated for a moment. “We do know where his First Wife is located. She returned to her family in the Lenya Valley and has been serving in the temple there.”
Krynn smiled. “Then that’s where he’ll go first. All we need to do is get to her before he does.”
Miniel nibbled nervously at her lip. “Forgive me, my lord, but the Vaz Gorati will not look favorably upon anyone who harms a priestess.”
“Your sisters will do exactly as they are told,” he said. “If they don’t, I will remind them of their duties personally.”
“Y-yes, my lord. Shall I inform them to hold her at the temple?”
“No, not yet. For now, it’s good enough that we know where she is…and where Alamir will go next.” Krynn drew in another painful breath. “Return to Tel Kithas. Get a hunt started for the faeyn and the concubine.”
“At once, my lord.” Miniel started to turn, but stopped just before she reached the stairs. “Are you certain you do not require more healing, my lord? I could—”
“Go!” 
She scurried off before he could reactivate her brand, leaving him alone on the blood-slick stone. He waited until he could see her walking along the mountain path below the tower toward the main gate, then spoke. 
“They look to me for strength. If I fail, we both lose everything.”
When the wind refused to answer, he dug his claws deeper into the stone to hold himself upright. 
“You’re the one who gave my family this power,” Krynn seethed. “We have done everything you asked. If you abandon me now, you may as well—”
Not everything.
The dark voice boomed around him, as clear as the call of a trumpet. Yet Krynn knew that only he could hear it. No one else at Selod Maril—nor in Abethaal—even knew about his ally’s existence.
The Sorokar scion yet lives, the voice said. As does the Vermillion dragon. You have failed me, whelp. 
Krynn grimaced. “I have used your power to strengthen Abethaal. My armies stand ready to—”
My armies, the voice said. Do not forget your place, dragon. 
Krynn growled low in his throat, wondering if the power flowing through him was worth the price. Yes, he had been able to rebuild and strengthen Abethaal after centuries of neglect by the Great Houses. And yes, he had been able to muster armies capable of standing firm against the might of the Empire. But he was highborn—and a dragon. His ancestors were the ones who had defeated the Old Gods and locked them behind the walls of the Pale. It seemed wrong that he should now have to rely upon one of them for his power. 
“I am Dragon Sovereign,” he snarled into the air. “The armies of Abethaal are mine to command.”
Are they?
Krynn growled again before he saw a flicker of movement in the pool of his own blood. A figure had taken form within the puddle—not a reflection of himself, but a silhouette of a hooded man with glowing golden eyes.
Your armies are nothing without my power flowing through them, the man in the blood said. I allowed them to survive the Lostrien ambush outside Silvershade Forest. I shielded your men when the dragons attacked from Sorthaal to the east. And only I can grant your children the strength to defeat the Drought.
Krynn snapped his jaw. He harbored no illusions about the might and malice of the dark creature who wished to control him, and he knew that an Old God would never truly reward one of the dragons who had defeated him. This had always been a temporary arrangement, a necessary alliance to aid him when he needed it most. He would not allow himself to become this being’s minion…and perhaps the time to sever that arrangement was now. 
“I am strong enough on my own. You have taught me all I need to know and more.”
I have taught you little, and you have learned even less.
“Have a care,” Krynn spat acidly. “You are the one who approached my family for help. Only we can find a key to your prison.”
There will always be another. To a god, even dragons are little more than dust. You are my supplicant.
“I am no one’s supplicant! We are equals or we are nothing.”
Gods have no equals, only servants. You will swear fealty to me, whelpling, or you will die.
“Then you will stay in your prison for another eternity!”
Sucking in the deepest breath he could manage, wincing in pain as the air filled his lungs, Krynn spewed a gout of fire across his own spilled blood. When the flames were spent, all that remained was a sizzling stain. No reflection. No glowing golden eyes. Only silence.
He glared at the ashen streak. A dragon did not submit to anyone or anything, especially not long-dead gods trapped within the Pale.
“Guards,” he rumbled, finding it more and more difficult to draw breath. “Guards!”
He finally heard shuffling in the tower below, followed by heavy, booted footfalls. One of the men emerged, trembling inside his armor. 
“How may I serve you, my lord?” he asked.
“Where are the others?” Krynn demanded through his teeth. “Get them up here!”
“Y-yes, my lord!”
Krynn waited, his vision growing darker by the moment, as the man darted back down the steps and summoned his companions. Three more armored men eventually joined the first. 
“Is this all of you?” he asked.
“Yes, my lord,” the first man said. “Four spotters per shift.”
“Good,” Krynn said. “Then no others will have seen me like this.”
The men shared confused glances as their wounded Sovereign pulled himself up as tall as he could. Only one of the soldiers was highborn, while the other three were faeyn. And none were likely to have sorcerous ability, otherwise they wouldn’t have been stationed as sentries. 
Earlier, Krynn had regretted not being able to reach the barbican, but it had all worked out for the best. The troops stationed there would be more valuable and a shame to waste. 
“Do not despair,” he said, reaching out to the power surrounding him. Not the Aether, which he still struggled to channel to this day, but another, purer source of magic. 
Just as the Old Gods had taught him. 
“Your sacrifice will fuel Abethaal’s resurgence,” Krynn said as the air began to crackle and hiss as if he were setting it aflame, “and ensure our victory.”
He doubted the poor fools even understood what was happening. By the time the first guard shrieked and collapsed to knee, it was too late for the others to escape. With the dark power of the Pale coursing through him, Krynn reaved their lifeforce, consuming their flesh, muscle, and blood for much-needed sustenance. His own wounds began to heal almost instantly; his shattered arm felt almost normal after two of them had burned out, and the last one provided more than enough fuel to stitch together his torn scales. 
He was still weakened, but Miniel could tend to the rest of his wounds tonight. All that mattered was that he was strong enough to fly again. His armies in Selod Maril would see their glorious Sovereign soaring overhead, and they would have no idea how close he had come to defeat. 
“I’ve learned more than enough,” Krynn spat at the visage of the god he could no longer see. Swiveling his massive body, he crunched over the now-empty suits of armor and braced himself upon the edge of the battlements. 
He still didn’t understand how Alamir could have possibly survived Dragonfall, but it wouldn’t matter. Abethaal was his now, and House Sorokar was already a waning memory. 
For he was the Dragon Sovereign. And his reign had only just begun. 

To Be Continued
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And finally, you can support me on Patreon (patreon.com/hawkenovels) for frequent updates, chapter previews, reader polls, and a chance to give me story suggestions directly!




More From Sarah Hawke


Legacy of the Seraph Novels (Space Opera Harems) 
Wings of the Seraph: The Complete Collection (5 novellas)
Shadow of the Seraph: The Complete Trilogy (3 novels)
The Lost Fleet (3 novels)

Highwind Universe Novels (Fantasy Erotica)
The Highwind Catchup Collection (15 novellas)
-Includes The Amazon’s Pledge 
The Amazon’s Vengeance Collection (5 novels)

War of the White Throne (Epic Fantasy)
Queen of the Pale
Spire of Shadows
Kingdom of Stars
Blood of the Dragon (TBD)
Book 5 (TBD)

The Blade of Highwind (Epic Fantasy)
The Blade of Highwind
Demonbound
Dawnbringer (TBD)

Older/Non-Canon Novels
Elf Slave Collection (5 novellas)
Wrath of the Spider Queen (4 novellas)
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