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Chapter One




“Dodge this!” Astrid flew through the air, just below the clouds. She threw her hands wide, and with a vicious smile, she conjured a monstrous wall of fire that she flung straight in my direction.

Or so she thought.

It warped the air as it traveled along, an inferno that would incinerate anything in its path.

I watched, smugly, from behind her as it enveloped the illusion of myself that I’d conjured when I passed through a cloud moments ago.

Our magic couldn’t hurt each other. This, I had to assume, was an effect of our special bond, because her fire certainly worked on everything else, hence our aerial practice sessions.

She stopped to hover in the sky, staring down at “me.” “What was that, Lys!? You didn’t even try to avoid it!?”

“Didn’t I?” I whispered in her ear.

“AAAHHHH!” She spun and launched another attack right at me on pure reflex.

The smug grin on my face didn’t budge a bit as I conjured a ward against the flames. I didn’t need the ward for my own safety, as even though I could feel the heat, it wouldn’t burn my skin or my clothes. We’d tested it out, and there seemed to be a small aura surrounding us both that nullified the harmful effects of our spells. But our practice sessions were exactly for this sort of thing, and I would have lost the game if I had just let it wash over me.

I set my hands on my hips and met her eyes. Still smiling.

“Oh! You bastard! When in the world did you even do that!? I’ve been watching you this whole time!”

“I passed through a cloud a few minutes ago. I cloaked myself and made a double. You’ve been following it since.”

She clenched her jaw, trying and failing not to grin back at me. “That’s… well…. Dammit, that was pretty smooth. I didn’t even notice! You’re getting better at making the illusions completely lifelike!”

“Thanks. I still have to master how to make convincing sounds that emanate from them, but I managed this one under duress and you couldn’t even tell despite playing with it for a little while.”

She shook her head and floated over to me. “I really couldn’t. And I was looking for it! Imagine pulling that on someone that didn’t know it was coming. There’s no way they’d know.”

“Well, that’s the hope, of course. But you’re getting a lot more fluid with your fire as well.”

She drifted inside my personal space and flexed both arms. “That’s right. So nice of you to notice.”

“Boop.” I tapped her nose with my finger, channeling a little lightning as I did so. It arced from my skin to hers in a flash. “Gotcha.”

I couldn’t match her inborn offensive capabilities yet, but I had been working pretty heavily on lightning to pleasing results.

Her eyes drew down and she frowned at me. “We weren’t playing anymore. That doesn’t count.”

I leaned in. “Are you sure? Who said we’d stopped?” She opened her mouth to reply, but I cut her off with two more illusions of myself. The three of us circled her, all speaking with my voice. At this close range, I could pull that sort of thing off. “You think the enemy’s going to call a time out? Misdirection is misdirection.”

“I… that’s not… aw, dammit. You’re right. An ass, too! But right. I guess.”

All three of me shrugged. “Forgive me for saying so, but you could use a little subterfuge in your attacks.”

She grunted and looked away. “So you’ve said. But I’m a hammer, Lys. I’m not good at being much else.”

“Hmm.” I snapped my fingers, creating a duplicate of her, complete with her vibrant red scales, curving black horns, blond hair, and green eyes. Even her clothes, a rugged set of dark pants and matching shirt, along with a thick set of boots, appeared exactly the same. “Create some fire for me, eh?”

She peered over at her illusion. “Wow. Is that what I look like?”

“I’m pretty sure you’ve looked in a mirror before.”

“Yeah, but… this is a little different.” She floated in close, gazing into her own eyes.

I made her reflection look back. “True. I thought so the first time I did this as well. Do you not like it?”

Her lips turned up in a tentative smile. “No, I do. You didn’t, like, make her prettier or something? A better version of me?”

“Of course not. She’s your exact copy.” I made the illusion smile.

“I’m….” She ran her hand over her head. “I’m kinda pretty.”

“Astrid. Now I know you’re fishing for compliments. You are pretty. You know that. And I say so all the time. In many different ways.”

She turned my way and shrugged a tiny bit. “Knowing you think so, knowing it objectively, and feeling it are different things.” The world had been much less than kind to Astrid, being Wyrmborn as she was.

I tried at every opportunity to raise her up.

It was a process.

We were doing pretty well.

“That’s fair. But still, this duplicate is you down to the last detail.”

She stared into her own eyes for a moment longer before shaking her head. “Okay. Back to reality. You wanted me to conjure some fire or something?”

“Yeah. Just whatever. Nothing too huge. I want to see if I can recreate that.”

“Oh, sure.” She raised her arms, an affectation, before a mass of red hot fire bloomed around her.

I did my best to mimic it, but the flowing nature of fire proved much harder to catch than someone’s likeness. Something resembling fire appeared around her illusion, but it wouldn’t be convincing in a real situation.

“Um.” She pursed her lips. “Needs a little work.”

“More than that, but that’s no problem. I didn’t think I’d be perfect the first time. Anyway, my thoughts were about making doubles of you in combat, complete with fake fire, so you could get close and deliver the real blows.”

“I like it,” she mused. “I still get to be the hammer, and someone else provides the subtlety."

“Just so. Want to head down? I’m getting kind of tired.”

“Yeah. Same.”

Our magic — or my magic that we could both use — had grown leaps and bounds in the days and weeks since our failed assault on the Empress. The discovery that sex bolstered our abilities had come as a welcome shock, even though that first time necessitated me throwing Astrid into the pond to stop the raging inferno. But even more remarkable, the more we were together, the more the magic grew.

Not that we needed a reason.

After our first few times, the explosive, uncontrollable fire didn’t appear. Still, we both felt the flow inside us open up a little more whenever we were together.

That, coupled with the training we engaged in on most days, and we were quickly nearing the power of the world’s elite, as far as I knew.

We’d fought and killed a few of the Empress’s own guards. Although, if I was honest with myself, I knew the element of surprise and a few lucky breaks carried us through that fight. The fact that the Empress herself didn’t raise a finger in her own defense the most glaring one.

I must have lapsed into a pensive silence, as Astrid drifted over and nudged me on our way back to my manor.

We kept our practice sessions over a series of rolling hills some distance away, since our secret needed to remain exactly that.

“What’re you thinking about in there?” she asked.

“The Empress. Our fight with her guards.”

Her face screwed up. “Ugh, why? Haven’t we rehashed that a million times by now?”

“Yep. Probably way more. But we still haven’t answered a single question about it, have we?”

She grumbled and bumped into me again. “No. But still. We’re not going to without more information.”

“I know. I just can’t stop.”

She let out a long and dramatic sigh. “You want to read through more of your books tonight after dinner? Would that help?”

“For a bit. Before the hot tub.”

The Empress, while flinging us out of the Shadowed Bell, the hotel we’d assaulted her in, had whispered in my ear with a little spell. “Find the Exiled Failure in Blackfall.”

Whatever the hells that meant, I had no idea.

I didn’t believe searching for this Exiled Failure would get us anywhere, which left Blackfall. Unfortunately, I’d never heard of such a place. Or thing. Hells, I didn’t even have the slightest frame of reference of what it could be. I might be looking for an ancient city, an oddly-named business in another country, or literally anything in between.

My guess, however, was that we were looking for a place. Somewhere not on any current maps. Because it was either hidden, forgotten, or omitted.

It would have helped to know which one.

Or if that guess was right to begin with.

But, with no clear path, I decided to peruse my vast collection of esoterica in my secret basement. The name didn’t ring any bells with me, but I had books and tomes and grimoires cluttering many bookshelves. I might very well have read the name a long time ago but never remembered it as it would have meant nothing to me at the time.

Astrid and I had been skimming my collection most evenings. It, as expected, bored us both terribly. I loved the subject matter but hated the task. Blazing through page after page looking for a single reference taxed me greatly and Astrid even more. We did what we could before retiring to our bed, the hot tub, or the gardens with a drink.

I hesitated to ask anyone else about such a thing. I knew scholars that might be able to answer such a question, but I worried that Blackfall might be forbidden knowledge, and even asking would draw the wrong eyes to me.

Which was the last thing I wanted.

We’d escaped our little adventure unscathed as it were, but there were forces out in the world that I didn’t understand. I couldn’t afford to blunder into their grasps.

So we read.

We landed outside her cozy forge, nestled out in the woods on my estate, right next to a large pond. I had initially just wanted her forging to be kept secret from the rest of my people, but the location quickly became our favorite place to spend time together, either by bringing out a picnic, forging together — she did the work while I provided the magic — or by having some intimate time on a blanket by the water’s edge.

When our feet touched the ground, I let out a long sigh. “Almost overdid it today.” Even though we commanded powerful magic, it had its limits, and our practice sessions came with their own natural endings.

We took the long path through the trees and back towards my manor, not seeing anyone inside on the way down to the secret basement.

With Astrid’s help, we had brought down some large, comfy chairs. I had nice pieces down there already, but they weren’t the sort you’d want to lounge on for boring hours at a time. Bringing the chairs down the thin spiral stairs ended up being both aggravating and hilarious in equal measures.

“Well,” she said when we entered the room, “where were we?”

We’d cleaned off one of the many bookshelves, creating a buffer between the books and tomes we’d read through and the ones we hadn’t. So far, we’d filled two shelves.

The partially empty one sat between those and… the seventeen more to go.

I gestured to the fourth set of shelves. “Pick one.”

I’d amassed my collection over many years and had personally read all the books in the room. That did not, however, mean I wanted to go through them all again, one by one, looking for some vague reference.

Astrid chose a random volume from the fourth set of shelves. Her lip curled at the title. “‘Draconic Mating Rituals for Blue-scaled Variants in Mountainous Regions.’ Ugh. Seriously?”

“It’s not porn.”

“I know,” she said while sneering down at the book. “I wish it was. It’s going to be a very dry read if some of the past books are any indication.”

I had, in my pursuits, obtained pretty much any and all books I could that contained the least amount of information on dragonkind. Some were valuable tomes written by draconic mages, centuries ago, from direct experience.

Others were dry reads written by contemporary scholars with information gleaned from secondary sources.

The more recent the book, the less reliable the information.

We didn’t discriminate, though. Reading through all books one by one remained the plan. I couldn’t imagine how awful it would be for the name Blackfall to be in this room and we never found it because we scoffed at some obscure title.

More than an hour later, the sound of a book hitting the stone floor startled me out of the sleep creeping up on me. I’d chosen Heretical Mages of the Fourth Era. I thought it would be interesting, but once I began, I vaguely recalled having the same thought years before when I’d purchased it, only to have it turn out to be mostly filled with legal proceedings and long diatribes about how much the author agreed with the punishments handed down to these heretical mages.

He often thought they were lacking, even the barbaric ones.

Fortunately or unfortunately, the barbarous sections were glossed over. Perhaps I wouldn’t have wanted the mental images, but it would have helped me stay awake.

I glanced over to see Astrid’s head lolling to the side, the book about mating rituals on the ground underneath her limp fingers.

“Astrid!”

She jumped and nearly tipped her chair over. “Shit! What?”

“You were almost asleep.”

“No I… shit.”

“Wanna call it there for tonight?”

She sighed and slowly picked up the fallen tome gingerly, like it might bite if she wasn’t careful. “Absent gods, yes. If I have to read a single paragraph more detailing, very accurately, blue dragon cocks, I’m going to burn this book to cinders.”

“Not doing it for you?”

She curled her lip and gave me a look that could have withered a forest.

I laughed as I snapped my book shut over a scrap of paper I’d been using as a bookmark. “Come on. We’ll get in the hot tub for a whi⁠—”

“Lys!” A voice echoed down the staircase. “Are you down there?”

“Yes, Eliza,” I called back up.

“Jess just arrived!”

“Oh, wonderful,” I said to Astrid. “Let’s go.”


Chapter Two




Jess stood in the foyer, her hands on her hips, flanked by two large trunks.

She worked as my fixer, among other things. She knew about a lot of my clandestine dealings — and helped with many of them — but she didn’t know everything.

Her brown hair had been tied up in a severe bun for traveling, and her clothes had the dust and grit from a journey. “My Lord!” she exclaimed when Astrid and I came into the room.

“Jess, good to see you.” I peered down at the double trunks. “I trust you were able to find everything, then?”

Outside, I heard a motorized coach lurch into motion, most likely carrying “the boys” off to their next job. Jess had many subordinates of her own, which she gladly used at my bidding. While I got along with them all, they preferred to leave dealing with me to Jess. I never asked why, but I assumed they weren’t confident in front of a Viscount, even though I had always praised them for the good work they did.

“We sure did!” She kicked open both trunks, revealing the armor sets Astrid had forged and we had worn in our attack on the Empress.

They had saved our lives ten times over in the few minutes the battle had lasted. I ran a finger across my breastplate, smudging the thick layer of dirt. And possibly blood. Not mine.

After the Empress had thrown us out of the Bell and across the entire city, we’d slammed down in a forest outside the walls.

The landing had nearly been fatal.

As it was, it remained the single most painful moment of my life. The force of it had crushed our bodies and bones. Only the magic of my golden dragonscale saved us, but it hurt. A lot. The power had forced our bones and tissues back to where they needed to be, heedless of the pain it caused.

And that was on top of the agony we’d already been in.

Afterwards, we buried the armor with a little magical help.

I let out a long sigh, pushed the memory away, and wiped my hand off on my pants.

Astrid knelt down by her own armor, an unreadable expression on her face.

“How much trouble did you have?” I asked Jess.

She shook her head and whistled. “Well, it wasn’t the worst job you’ve ever sent us on, but it was the most frustrating.”

“How so?”

“Two of my boys are wilderness survivalists. They weren’t with us.”

“I see.”

“You know how easy it is to get lost in a forest? Even when you can see the damnable city walls most of the time? If we’d just wanted to get out of there, that woulda been fine. But trying to find a stack of rocks? We nearly gave up, I’m ashamed to say.”

“But you didn’t.”

“We didn’t.” She gave the armor at my feet a tiny smile. “We musta walked by the right place a hundred times, I swear. Or zero. Hells, I don’t know. But you buried it good. Sure as hells that no one else woulda found it.”

Eliza walked into the room, cutting off Jess’s rant. With a bright smile, she handed over a heavy sack of coin without a word.

Jess slipped it into her satchel without looking inside.

I was always generous with her payment. “See that the boys get their share, too.” I knew they would.

“You know they will, Master Wraithswell.”

“I do. What are your plans now?”

She made a show of turning around and looking out the front windows at the coach that had left moments ago. “Well….”

“Come along, girl,” Eliza said. “Let’s get the road off of you and washed down the drain. While you do that, I’ll find something nicer for you to wear.” She nearly turned to lead her upstairs, but paused and regarded Jess’s boots first. “Take those off, if you please.”

Eliza was my chamberlain, helped run the estate, and had been with me since birth. She’d always been nearly as much a mother as mother was. She didn’t carry the Wraithswell name, but she acted like she did.

Her long, gray hair fell down her back unbound, and she wore as much jewelry as a peer. Both unbecoming of her lower station, most would say.

Naturally, I wanted her to do whatever the hells she liked.

As if she would have done anything else.

When they’d gone, I turned to see Astrid kneeling beside the trunk with her armor, that same indecipherable expression on her face. “Not reliving the aftermath, are you?”

She inhaled sharply, coming out of her internal reverie. “No, just here wondering if we’ll ever wear these again. I put so much work into them. It’d be kind of a shame if we didn’t, even though they are pretty specialized.”

She’d created them to be exact replicas of the Empress’s honorsworn guard, and had done a damn good job at it.

“I know what you mean. For now, let’s carry them down to the basement. I’ll get some armor stands and we’ll give them a place of honor. How’s that sound?”

“I’d like that.”

We lugged the trunks down the stairs one at a time. They were nearly as awkward to get down there as the chairs had been.

“Can’t you just magic these down here?” she asked after we dropped the second one on the floor.

I’d played around with telekinesis, and while I had quite a bit of success in whipping my magicked sword around, doing the same thing to mundane items was so much harder.

Feeling the power inherent in the sword made it easy, and I had assumed that the skills I learned there would translate.

They did not.

“If I tried,” I said while attempting to catch my breath, “I’d slam them against the walls a thousand times, I’m sure. And with something this heavy, it’d make a lot of noise and probably chip the stone along the way.”

She grumbled and sat down on the top of the trunk. “Well, keep practicing.”

The days after that came and went, and we kept to our new routine.

We practiced our powers during the days and read books during the evenings.

I told Jess to stay at the estate during this time. I just knew that when we found what we were looking for, assuming we ever did, that I’d have a new and important set of tasks for her.

Eight days later, it finally happened.

Astrid and I had tired of the basement. We, along with Eliza, who’d offered her help, all sat in one of the parlors on the first floor. Each of us held an old tome in our hands. They came from the fifth set of bookshelves, as Astrid and I had worked through the fourth.

Astrid jumped up off the divan and screamed, “Oh shit! Lys! Lys! Shit! Oh shit! I found it!”

I blinked at her. “I’m sitting right beside you, you know.”

She punched me hard in the arm, eliciting a snort from Eliza. “Shut up! I found it!” She brandished the tome at me, open to a page in the middle.

“Hang on. What book is this?”

She closed it, showing me the title.

“Modern Architecture with Mysterious Origins.” I muttered. “If I recall correctly, the author wrote this mostly to make some coin. He tries way too hard to play up these supposed mysteries. Despite what the seller told me, there’s barely any draconic mentions in there. I’m not sure we should trust this one.”

“Oh my deaf gods, Lys. Just read the damn page.”

“Fine, fine. I just don’t want to get my hopes too far up.” I took it from her and skimmed the section she pointed to. “In the northern provinces of the Amartine Empire, the secluded Fort Starscry sits around an ancient caldera. Both city and military installation, it looms over the border of the city-states of the northwest, a bulwark against the invading denizens of…. Ugh.” I skipped over a couple paragraphs. “The caldera, once known as… Blackfall… in centuries past, hides a grotesque and stomach-churning secret!” I inflected to include the unnecessary exclamation point.

I quickly read through the rest of the section, but my hopes cratered when the mystery turned out to be nothing more than garden-variety warcrimes committed during the early years of the empire. Then, to my dismay, the author went on about how the place was now haunted.

Astrid took the tome back from me with wide eyes and a hopeful smile. “Huh? Huh!?”

“Well….” I set my own book aside. “While I really can’t get behind this author, I don’t see any reason to question his inclusion of a detail like this. It’s, if nothing else, somewhere to start, at least.”

Astrid deflated and plopped down on the divan. “That’s it? Come on, Lys!”

“Sorry, sorry. I just don’t want to get too excited yet. I had hoped for something a lot more definitive, not a passing mention in a sensationalist cashgrab.”

“Fair enough, I guess, but it’s something!”

“It is. You’re right. Well done.”

“Yes, that’s right.” She made a big show of patting herself on the back. “Thank you, Astrid, for poring over books upon dry books of complete crap for hours on end. Here’s a tiny pittance, the smallest recognition of your efforts to the cause. Why don’t you go down to the kitchen and have a single scoop of ice cream.” Before anyone could reply to her flippantness, she stood and held a finger in the air. “You know what! You’re right! I should have some ice cream!” She called out over her back as she strode out of the room, “But I’m not stopping at a single scoop!”

After she left, I slowly turned to meet Eliza’s judging eyes. “What?”

“You did sort of take the wind out of her sails, Lys.” She sat her own book on a table by her chair.

I sighed. “I suppose you’re right. I just wanted something more than that. But, anyway. We’re getting ice cream, too, right?”

The judgement remained in her gaze. “What kind of question is that?”

“Ridiculous, of course. Let’s go.”

Astrid, Jess, and one of my usual servants, a young woman named Sel, all sat around the table with heaping bowls of ice cream. I opted for chocolate, as did Sel and Jess. Eliza chose berry explosion, her favorite, as did Astrid.

“Fort Starscry, huh?” Jess said. “You know anything about it, my Lord?”

“Not really. I’ve heard the name before, but isn’t it supposed to be a research installation or something? And a military outpost, if the book Astrid had can be believed.”

Jess let out a long, slow exhale.

“That’s not… reassuring,” I muttered.

She chuckled and groaned. “Nope. Throughout the years, I guess it’s been all the things you said. It’s its own city, and it does sit around the lip of a caldera in an ancient volcano….”

“Shit that’s cool,” Astrid whispered.

“But it’s ringed with a high wall and of all the things it’s been, it’s mostly the military outpost. Tensions are pretty high with the western territories right now. I don’t know any more than rumors, but there’s been some battles, I think.”

“That doesn’t bode well.” I said as I got up to get more ice cream. Sel made to stand to get it for me, but I waved her back down.

“I’ll find out what I can, my Lord,” Jess said, “but I think getting inside that place is going to be a pretty big hurdle.”

“It wouldn’t be an adventure if literally everything didn’t go wrong constantly.”

Astrid choked and sputtered before managing to swallow. “Hells, isn’t that the truth?”

Eliza groaned and pushed her empty bowl away. “Back into the fire, Lys?”

“It’s probably going to get worse from here on out, but….” I stopped myself from mentioning my draconic powers.

Eliza knew everything. Jess knew most things. Sel didn’t know anything more than something weird had been happening with us for some time now, but she kept her mouth shut and never so much as glanced in the wrong direction. She’d taken Astrid’s appearance here in the same stride she applied to everything else, even when we started sharing a bed.

She liked her life here and wasn’t about to jeopardize it by asking questions. This was hardly the first time during her tenure here that weird things had been happening. I didn’t mind that she remained adjacent to the conversations. Her knowing the word Blackfall and that I wanted to get into some northern fort didn’t bother me.

Eliza clucked her tongue. “I know, I know, Lys. Just don’t expect me to stop complaining about it.”

“Of course not.”


Chapter Three




Now that we had somewhere to start, sort of, Astrid and I took to the continuing research with a little more zeal. Not a lot. Some.

Instead of reading every single book in my collection, we chose with a little more care, searching through the remaining shelves instead of brute forcing it.

Jess left the estate. She wasn’t going to actually travel all the way up north to the fort, but she maintained my network of contacts and informants, many of which preferred face to face meetings that didn’t leave a trail.

“Lys,” Astrid said one afternoon as we read through more books.

I looked over to see hers on the floor by her chair, her eyes heavy and sleep coming quickly to claim her. “Yeah?”

“Do you think this Failure person is a prisoner or something? Like, held captive in the fort?”

“I’ve actually been giving that a lot of thought, and no, I don’t. For one thing, I believe the person we’re searching for must be a dragon or… something. I don’t know. It just kinda makes sense, you know?”

“Oh. Well hells. I hadn’t thought about that.”

“If the Empress directed us towards whatever this entity actually is, it’s either a dragon or someone given a long life like hers. And she could very well have just said ‘Fort Starscry’ if she’d wanted to. But she didn’t. She said Blackfall. If she’d only said the fort’s name, we would have assumed a more mundane target. I’m pretty sure, even though I shouldn’t be at this point, that our goal lies under the fort. Down in that caldera.”

Astrid shivered hard and grimaced.

“What?”

“You know what.”

“I most certainly do not.”

She huffed and curled in on herself, pulling her legs up into the chair. “It’s going to be some bizarre place like that Hellsmouth we visited.”

During our foray into the wyrmsgrave in what seemed like years ago, we’d found a massive cave. Impossibly big and with mountains of gemstones inside, not to mention walls lined with alien script and runes, it had given us both the chills.

Right up until a red dragon appeared and tried to incinerate us. Only Astrid’s natural talents with fire magic had allowed us to conjure a ward to save our lives. While that last part was conjecture, I firmly believed it.

“It wasn’t actually a Hellsmouth,” I said.

She leveled a tired gaze at me. “Not my point.”

I smirked back at her. “I know. But you might be right. Whatever Blackfall is, it might very well be some more weird shit. Although it’s not a wyrmsgrave this time.”

“Not that we know of.”

“...Not that we know of. Yes. Right.”

“Oh, Lys. I don’t want to delve into another horrible place like that again.”

“Well, we could always stop. Just quit. And stay here together, forever.” I delivered this line with as little emotion as I could. I meant it. If she wanted to stop, we’d stop. But I knew she didn’t.

“We could. But we won’t.” She slumped down in her chair, pressed her face into the cushions, and groaned. “Fine. If we have to go into another Hellsmouth, we’ll go into another Hellsmouth.”

“The first one still wasn’t a Hellsmouth.”

“Oh shut up, Lys.”

I laughed at her for a moment before saying, “Wanna stop reading for a while?”

“Yes.”

We decided to head out for another practice session, since we both desperately needed to move after sitting down for so long.

We walked through a narrow path in the woods that we’d magically made, starting from the forge and heading even further from my estate. Amounting to little more than a glorified game trail, we were pretty damn sure no one would be following us out there. Doubly so since no one had, to our knowledge, even wandered upon the forge.

When we were suitably far away, with twin sighs, our feet left the ground. We ascended through the trees, the feeling of weightlessness never getting old.

Our eyes met and we smiled like morons as we lifted up into the sky.

For the next hour, we played tag, such as it was. Astrid mainly tried to hammer me with fire, and I tried to misdirect her any way I could, coming in from behind with a lightning strike or smaller fireball of my own.

We began trying to conjure gusts of wind, but while we had some middling success, neither of us were going to be adept at using it in a real situation anytime soon.

An hour later, after we’d both scored a few points on each other, I stopped, ready to summon a few copies of myself and try to lose myself in the new crowd.

Astrid suddenly stopped and stared at something behind me.

Since we were floating in the sky, I couldn’t imagine what it could be, since our antics scared all the birds away pretty quickly.

I turned, slowly, wondering if this was a pathetic attempt to avert my gaze so she could lob a fireball into my back.

Off in the distance, between a few clouds, I saw what she’d been looking at.

“Is that…?” It couldn’t have been a bird, even a large one. In the few seconds that I watched it, it grew noticeably closer. “No. Couldn’t be. But….”

“Lys?”

A few more seconds went by, and in them, the thing grew closer still, headed right for us.

“Oh, shit!”

It could only have been one thing.

I whirled in the air, grabbed Astrid’s hand, and threw a cloak of illusion around us, bending the light and making us invisible except for a faint shimmer.

“Oh gods, Lys! It’s not really a⁠—”

“Nothing else it could be! Down! Now!”

We hurled ourselves out of the sky, speeding down to the canopy below us. Heedless of the leaves and branches, we smashed our way through, taking whatever cuts and scrapes we had to.

In a moment of fear, I let the magic fade, wondering if it itself would be a beacon.

Just as we touched down and scrambled under a small overhang of rock we heard the dragon soar by overhead.

Astrid clung to me hard, shaking, her eyes wide.

I barely dared to breathe.

A moment later, she whispered, “Has it gone past? I⁠—”

The trees shuddered as the thing zipped by again, much lower than it had been. We could hear, for a second, the beating of its massive wings.

Through the tiny gaps in the leaves, I caught a glimpse of bright blue scales.

It circled for a few minutes, during which we didn’t move a muscle. Just as I thought it might be over, the thing landed with an earth-shaking tremor.

Astrid’s fingers tightened painfully on my arm.

I leaned in so close my lips touched her ear, and whispered as quietly as I could, “Don’t use any magic. Not the slightest bit.”

She nodded.

We waited.

Like our last encounter, we couldn’t do a thing but stay still and try to not let the fear overcome us.

The dragon stomped around, shaking the ground with each step and knocking over trees with reckless abandon.

Every step closer to us, and the stress ratcheted up inside me, and with every step away, I tried to unlock my muscles.

Fifteen minutes or so later, with massive beats of its wings, it took to the sky once more.

We waited no less than another fifteen, during which time we heard nothing, before we slowly crept from our tiny hideaway.

“So,” I managed to say.

“Um,” Astrid answered.

“That was a dragon.”

She nodded. “Yep. That’s what I thought, too.”

We met eyes and smiled the tiniest smiles at each other.

“Was it,” she asked, “hunting us… or something?”

I leaned my weight against a tree and sighed. “It almost had to be. We’re in the middle of nowhere. There’s no other reason for it to have landed here right now.”

“How did it know?”

“Well, either it saw us, or it sensed the magic we’re using. I hope it’s the first one. I mean, we saw it, but we’re also a lot smaller.”

“Do dragons have good eyesight?”

“You know, I have no idea. I’ve never read a book where someone mentioned it. They’d almost have to, being sky predators. But still….” I groaned. “It might also be that it sensed our magic, which is the much worse option.”

“You don’t know if they can do that, either?”

I crossed my arms, still leaning against the bark of the tree. “You know, if they could, that would almost have to have been mentioned in a few grimoires, right? Especially the ones about draconic magic. Right?”

Astrid smiled nervously and shrugged. “Well, that makes a lot of sense, yeah. If only we had another draconic mage to compare with.” Her eyes lifted skyward. “We, um, probably shouldn’t fly home, huh?”

The thought of walking the entire way through the forest once more, out this far, with the very real possibility of getting extremely lost didn’t seem appealing. “We can float back. Up near the canopy. But… yeah, let’s not fly up into the clouds again.”

We lifted off, both very ready to zip down to the ground and hide again should the dragon reappear.

For a little bit, we did so in silence, but when nothing else bad happened, Astrid turned and said, “So there’s a dragon here.”

“Yeah.”

“Why the hells is there a dragon here? Is… the Flight over?”

I stopped in midair, the ramifications of her question scrambling my thoughts. “I don’t know. There were all the sightings around the wyrmsgraves after our adventure, but they were always off in the distance and only happened for a brief time. Also, I’m sure some, maybe a lot of, the reports were a load of crap. People working themselves into a frenzy.

“All the same, though, nothing like this happened. An appearance this close to civilization. There’s no way that thing didn’t zip over a handful of towns on its way here. You… might be right. The Flight might be… over. Whatever that functionally means.”

“Lys?”

“Hmm?”

She huddled in close, wrapping her arms around mine as we continued moving. “It’s because of us, isn’t it?”

I pulled her tight. “I very much want to say that that’s a load of hubris. But… yes. It probably is.”

“I don’t like that.”

I planted a few kisses on the top of her head. “I sure as hells don’t either.”


Chapter Four




The manor house was abuzz with sightings of the dragon. Apparently, it had flown directly overhead in plain daylight.

The servants couldn’t stop talking about it and asked us incessantly if we’d seen it as well, wherever we had been.

Feigning just the right amount of mildly scared excitement turned out to be much more difficult than I thought it would be.

Astrid let me field all the questions and just chimed in with one word answers.

We finally managed to dodge everyone and made it upstairs, where we went out to sit on the balcony.

We hadn’t said a single word, just sat and stared, before Eliza stepped out some time later.

She took a seat beside us and waited. When we said nothing, she broke the silence. “So. Did you two hear about the recent news?”

“I caught a little bit of it,” I muttered.

She grunted and gave me a pinched, mirthless smile. “Was it hunting you?”

I slid way down in my chair, letting my head drop back to the cushions. “I don’t know.” I relayed the story, short as it was.

“It flew straight over here. I happened to be outside when it did.” Her lip curled. “I thought I’d faint straight away for a moment there. For all that you’ve spoken of them over the years, I still didn’t realize how damnably big they are. It could have crushed the manor easily. I’m sure it stood twice as tall as it.”

“It didn’t stop or circle?” I asked.

“No. Just went quickly over.” She paused before asking, “I don’t suppose you have the slightest answers to any of the questions buzzing around in my head, do you?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Damn. So is the Flight over, or what?”

Astrid chuckled. “I asked the same thing. I guess we’ll have to wait and see what happens now.”

I groaned. “One thing I can say for sure is that our sky-high practice sessions are done for now.”

“Oh, wow, yeah. I’m not risking that. But, um, on that note, Lys, if we do have to fight a dragon directly at some point — not that I want to! — how in the world would we do that?”

“Well.” I pulled myself up to a more upright posture. “You might be surprised to hear that people didn’t write a lot of books about fighting dragons. I have the one that details spells against draconic mages — and let me tell you how insanely illegal that one was and probably still is — but I’ll juuust bet that detailing dragon weaknesses was an incinerable offense. And with their return, now isn’t the time to be looking into that sort of thing. I can only imagine the kind of immediate attention that would draw down on us. So why don’t we plan, first of all, to just avoid any direct fighting with dragons.”

Eliza nodded in approval. “Anything specific you would like me to tell the staff, Lys?”

“No. Act like you’re just as surprised and amazed as they are. You’ll probably be able to pull off a better job than I will. As far as everyone around here knows, it has nothing to do with us. We’ll all wait and see what happens.”

After that, Astrid and I spent the rest of the night in or around the hot tub. We poured a few drinks but couldn’t manage any sort of intimacy, as stressed as the new events made us.

The next morning, another completely unexpected thing happened.

A much more mundane and welcome one.

I sat in my office, working through a stack of paperwork when Eliza knocked.

“Come in.” As she did, I was pleasantly surprised to see a wide smile on her face. But after seeing the glint in her eyes, my suspicions spiked. “What?”

“You have a visitor in the foyer.”

“A visitor.”

“Mhmm.” She held my eyes, still grinning from ear to ear, and said nothing more.

“Is this going to be a good or bad thing?”

“Probably good. Interesting, at the least.”

I sighed and pushed the receipt I’d been working through aside. “Well, since you’re obviously having too much fun to just tell me who it is, I’ll go down and see, shall I?”

“That would be for the best.”

I glared at her as I passed her by, but she still said nothing.

When I got to the balcony overlooking the foyer, I stopped short. “Huh. This is unexpected.”

I’d been talking to myself, but Eliza cackled behind me.

Vennicera looked up at the sound. When she saw me, she broke out into a massive grin of her own. “Lord Wraithswell!” She wore thigh high leather boots, tight traveling pants, and a bright red shirt underneath a leather bodice which pushed her already large chest up to create a ridiculous amount of cleavage. Her white hair had been pulled back into a thick braid that draped down over her shoulder.

I had never seen her in anything other than a dress. I could barely speak as the blood suddenly ran hot in my veins.

“I’ll leave you to it,” Eliza said before patting me on the back and retreating.

For a second, I watched her go, before descending the staircase.

Vennicera threw out her arms when I approached.

I went in for the hug, only to be surprised, yet again, when she pressed her lips to mine, her tongue darting immediately out.

I reflexively kissed her back, returning the pressure, sliding my hands down to rest on her waist.

A moment later, she pulled back. “Oh, I… hmm. Is this… acceptable, my Lord? In my excitement to see you, I admit that I wholly forgot that you might not welcome such a thing now.”

I made no move to push her away. The feel of her body, especially her chest, on mine was simply too nice. “Oh, Vennicera. I feel like I’m saying this constantly and about so many things lately, but I don’t know.” Astrid and I had never even broached the topic, but I had low key stopped sleeping with anyone else since we’d gotten together, much to the chagrin of some of the women around the estate.

She pouted for a moment before leaning in for a tight hug and then stepping back.

I reluctantly let her go. “I don’t have to tell you that seeing you here is a surprise, albeit a very pleasing one. I don’t believe you prefaced your visit today, did you? I can’t believe I would hear about such a thing and forget.”

She smiled warmly. “No, my Lord. I am here unannounced. If that’s a problem for you, I can, of course, just leave.” She turned and took a few steps towards the door, holding my eyes as she did.

“Hmm.” I brought my hand to my chin and made a show of consideration. “You know what? Just this once,” I winked, “I’ll let it slide. And only because it’s you.”

“Oh, how gracious of you, my Lord!” She turned back and bowed low, giving me a very purposeful and unashamed show. When she raised back up, my eyes were still locked on her chest. She strode forward, crossed her arms, and pushed her boobs up even more. “My eyes are up here, my Lord, but in recompense for your magnanimity, you hardly need to look at them.”

“And what lovely eyes they are,” I said, finally pulling my gaze up to them.

One bright orange, the other a deep purple. I’d never seen eyes like them on anyone else.

“Oh, my Lord.” Her lips parted as she trailed a finger down my chest. “Flattery will get you everywhere.”

Before I could wrench my thoughts into any semblance of order, a voice called out from the next room. “Vennicera!”

We turned to see Astrid striding in.

“Astrid!” Vennicera threw her arms out for the same hug as she’d given me, but she didn’t follow it up with the same passionate kiss.

Too bad.

Although based on comments she’d made before, she wanted to.

Astrid returned the hug, and if she’d noticed or cared about the sultry state she found us in, she didn’t show it.

With both hands cupping Astrid’s face, Vennicera planted two kisses on her cheeks.

They immediately went as red as her scales. “Um, hey,” she managed to say, nonplussed.

“I was so hoping I’d get to see you too, darling. How are you? Is Lord Wraithswell treating you right?”

A wide and inexorable smile broke out on Astrid’s face, which she tried and failed to smother. “Yeah, Vennicera. He is.” If anything, the blush on her cheeks deepened.

“Wonderful!” She let her hands fall down to Astrid’s biceps, which she gave a solid squeeze. Her lips parted again and her eyes drew down. In a low voice, she said, “A woman like you deserves the very best.”

I could barely think, all my brainpower instantly and involuntarily conjuring images of Vennicera and Astrid naked in my bed together.

If the stunned expression on Astrid’s face was any indication, she might very well have been imagining the same thing.

For her part, Vennicera knew exactly what effect she had on us. Luckily, she broke the spell instead of drawing it out. She stepped back and clapped her hands together. “Now, if I may, my Lord, I have come with something I’d like to discuss.”

“Yeah,” I said as I forced my thoughts into motion once again. “Sure. We can do that. Come this way,” I said, motioning towards the kitchen. “Do you like tea?”

“Well, who doesn’t?” she asked with a sultry smile.


Chapter Five




I tried to catch Astrid’s eye on the way back towards the dining room, but couldn’t manage it.

She stared straight ahead, the crimson color still bright on her cheeks.

I called for Sel along the way. She showed up a moment later, and I asked for tea and a selection of cookies and biscuits.

She bowed low and ran off to obey, although her eyes drifted over to Vennicera as she did.

That damn bodice. I thought she looked appealing in dresses! And she did, but wow!

When she and I sat down in the dining room, Astrid hesitated. “Is it okay if I stay? If not, I can⁠—”

Vennicera crossed her legs and leaned an arm on the table. “Of course you can stay, lovely.”

She glanced at me.

“I certainly don’t mind. Anything Vennicera has to say to me, she can say to you.”

She didn’t reply, but her smile somehow grew even wider.

I started to ask about Vennicera’s business, but her eyes flicked to Sel in the kitchen nearby. Instead, we chatted about mundane things until we’d been served.

Sel, sensing the situation, made herself scarce afterwards. I trusted her to spread the word to the rest of the staff. I sometimes entertained business associates at the estate when I couldn’t avoid it, so my people knew how to handle themselves.

Once we were alone, had gone through a few cookies and poured the steeped tea, I waited.

Even though this was Vennicera, the situation felt like a negotiation, and I had always found the best thing to do in those situations was to speak as little as possible. Let the other person feel compelled to fill the silence and invariably say too much.

She met my eyes, waiting for me to start. When I didn’t, she said, “So, the matter I wanted to discuss. I, or we, want to ask you a favor, my Lord.”

I said nothing.

Her leg started to bounce and she folded her hands in her lap. “We require aid from a member of the peerage.”

“I’m assuming,” I said, “that you did not come here simply to ask me for money.”

“Oh, nothing so banal, my Lord. Quite the opposite. We have many projects. One of them, perhaps our most ambitious, has….” Her eyes dimmed, and she looked away, out the back windows overlooking the gardens. “We have accomplished many things all on our own. And we take great pride in that. Many of the others fervently opposed me coming here to ask for your assistance. But the truth is that we need you. Or someone like you.” She turned and smiled warmly. “Not that anyone like that exists.”

“I’m hearing some flattery but no specifics, Vennicera.”

She inhaled deeply and her smile turned rueful. “We need your magic, my Lord. We have crafted a truly unique runic circle. Well, to simply call it a circle would be an insult to those of us responsible for its creation. The complexity is… well, you’ll see if you agree to help us. At any rate, we have been unable to….” She sneered and turned away. “Apologies, my Lord. This failure… it galls me. We have not been able to activate it.”

Because mundane magic is a load of shit… or…?

Mundane magic, the style practiced by Vennicera and her shamans, involved runic circles without a natural caster or focus.

I had, for my entire life, believed it to be nothing short of quackery. Recent developments, though, had started to gnaw at those certainties.

I leaned in and gave her a level look. “And you want me to come power this circle of yours.”

“Yes.”

“What does it do?”

She licked her lips, which parted, but nothing came out.

I waited.

“I’m… afraid you wouldn’t believe me if I told you, my Lord.”

I leaned back in my chair, took a drink of tea, and crossed my arms. “Vennicera. I like you. A lot. I would leap at the chance to help you, truly. But… you need to be completely forthright with me before I’ll consider it. I don’t expect you to tell me all your secrets. But if you want my aid, you’ll have to tell me exactly what it is I’m supposed to take part in.” When she didn’t reply, I added, “Surely you knew I would ask such things when you came here.”

Her lips quirked up into a tiny smile before it faded away. “Yes, of course. But now that I sit here, I find a lifetime of secret-keeping more difficult to break than I had expected. Even for you, my Lord.”

She’s off balance. I might be able to tip her over the edge with an unexpected question. “Tell me something, Vennicera. How is it that you’re unbound?”

After our failed mission at the Shadowed Bell, I had thought, for the first time, to channel my power and look for her soulbinding, the forced connection that our society was predicated on. The same thing I had severed when I became a draconic mage.

Her eyes very slowly lifted to meet mine. In an even tone, she asked, “Why would you think I’m unbound, my Lord?”

“I don’t think. I know.”

She tilted her head, her eyes locked on mine now. “But… even as a peer, there’s no way you could see my binding, or lack thereof. Only the peer I was a vassal to could see such a thing.”

Oh shit! She wasn’t supposed to know that! I found my own lips parting with nothing coming out of them.

Her eyes narrowed.

I panicked at what she might be piecing together.

In the burgeoning silence, Astrid snorted hard and burst out laughing.

My and Vennicera’s eyes slowly widened as we turned towards her.

She sputtered, her head on her arms across the table. “I’m sorry!” she said between fits, barely able to get the words out. “It’s… oh gods!” More laughing. “You should see your faces!” She devolved into fits of snorts and grunts.

We waited, bewildered.

When she finally managed to calm down enough, still with unchained mirth across her features, she gestured at us both. “Sorry again. But wow! You’re both trying so desperately not to say the wrong thing to each other. There’s obviously a shitload of secrets on both sides of the table here. You both want to know and both don’t want to say. It’s just….” She shrugged with her hands in the air. “It tickled me, is all.” She kept snickering at us even while trying not to.

Vennicera and I locked eyes once more and both smiled.

“Okay,” I said. “Here’s the deal. I’m pretty sure you don’t want to actually tell me anything because what you’re doing is illegal.”

She grunted and winced.

“Yeah, definitely illegal then. But look, as long as you’re not hurting or killing anyone with this ‘project,’ I don’t really care. You’re not doing that, right?”

Her shoulders dropped, the tension noticeably leaving her body. “Oh no, my Lord. Quite the opposite, in fact. And what we’re doing is for ourselves, for now. No one else would even be affected.”

“Okay. That goes a long way towards me acquiescing to your request. But I also have other questions I would like very frank answers to.”

“Of course, my Lord. As long as you will reciprocate.”

I took a long, slow breath, fully aware of what answering her questions would lead to. When I turned and looked askance at Astrid, she shrugged.

“She’s trusting us, Lys.”

“Yeah, you’re right.”

“I knew it,” Vennicera breathed. When we both glanced over at her, she grinned wickedly. “There’s more to you two than there seems, isn’t there?”

I gave her a level look in reply. “Why would you think that?” I asked, a soft mirroring of her own words from moments ago.

She chuckled. “Unfortunately, I only think. I don’t know. But I’m pretty damn sure.” She met both our eyes. “That night at the Bell, no one saw you leave the hotel. I had many friends with me that night, and if you want to know the first secret I’m going to tell you, we might have been keeping an eye on you two.”

“Really? Why?”

She sniffed and gave Astrid a sad look. “Well, it was mostly for you, Astrid. I didn’t know what the peerage might do to a Wyrmborn in their midst. I know Lord Wraithswell would care for you, but it couldn’t hurt to keep an eye out, hmm?”

“Vennicera….” Astrid’s lips turned up into a soft smile. “You did that? You don’t even really know me.”

She winked. “I know I like you. And I don’t like the peerage.” She turned to me and added, “Present company excluded, of course.”

“Of course.”

Her gaze turned shrewd. “You two had something to do with the excitement that night, didn’t you?”

“If I said yes, would you leave it at that?”

“Hmm.” She tapped the table with one finger. “Yes. For now.”

“Acceptable. On to the next question. What were you doing there that night, Vellinara?” I asked, using her alias.

She sucked in a big breath that pushed her chest out. “Well, now that, I believe, given the current circumstances, is something about which I can give you a straight answer. We were rune hunting.”

“Rune… hunting.”

“Just so.”

“Could you, um, maybe expand on that concept a little?”

She giggled. “The Empress’s presence is a very rare event. But when she appears, she’ll often cast a few spells. Perhaps out of magnanimity, perhaps as a display of power, or something else besides. Whatever her motivations, she’s able to cast very obscure and complex spells. Spells that exist perhaps only in her head. If they’re written down somewhere, it’s beyond our reach. But if you were to witness them, and commit as much of them as you could to memory….”

“The muttering you were doing in the dining room. You saw the runes and were trying to remember them.”

“Yes.”

“You shouldn’t have been able to see the runes clearly. Even most of the peerage wouldn’t have been able to. Only the Dukes and above have close enough ties with the Empress to see her magic like that.”

Her eyes twinkled.

“You….” Holy hells. Mundane magic is… real!? IT REALLY WORKS!? “You actually saw them.”

“Yes,” she breathed.

I slumped down in my chair and pointedly ignored Astrid’s additional snickering.

“My Lord?”

“Hmm?”

“You didn’t believe in mundane magic, did you?”

I looked up sharply, expecting to see betrayal in her eyes. I didn’t want to hurt her.

Instead, she gazed back with nothing but kindness. “It’s alright, my Lord. I don’t blame you. Not one bit. If I’m being very honest, many practitioners actually are charlatans. Getting real effects from mundane spells is a monumental undertaking. There are very few of us who practice the way we do. Now… if it can be my turn again to ask a question?”

“Go ahead,” I said, a little dazed.

“If you didn’t truly believe, why did you invite us here in the first place, let alone back afterwards? I don’t think you needed us simply as an excuse to throw a party.”

Once again, I looked at Astrid, not wanting to make this decision on my own. “...How much?”

She shrugged. “Should we tell her? I don’t know. Everything?” She turned and held Vennicera’s eyes. “Things have gotten real big, Lys. I don’t think having some allies would hurt. And she already knows something’s going on.”

“Huh.” I glanced down at my hands in my lap. “I didn’t expect to be doing this today. Or ever, really.” With a sigh, I stood. “Vennicera, would you accompany us down to the basement?”

Her eyes went wide and she cocked her head at me.

“I promise we won’t murder you. Or wall you up or something.”

“If you do, my Lord, I will haunt you.”

I grinned “You’d be right to do so.” I stepped out of the dining room and called for anyone in earshot. Sel appeared, and I asked her to fetch Eliza and have her join us all in the basement. To Vennicera, I said, “Eliza knows everything. She should be here for this.”


Chapter Six




Eliza joined the three of us by the door leading down to the normal basement with a raised brow. “What’s all this then?”

“We’re, um, going to tell Vennicera some things,” I said.

“Some?”

“Oh, well. All, I guess. This is more or less an all or nothing sort of thing.”

Eliza coolly regarded Vennicera, who met her eyes without flinching. Eventually, she nodded. “If you trust her, I trust her.”

Vennicera smiled. “I promise to be worthy of it.”

“See that you are, girl.” Eliza took the lead, descending down into the basement.

When we came to the storage room with its barrel of fake rice, Vennicera couldn’t keep the confusion off her face. She didn’t say a word, though. When I pulled the lever inside and revealed the secret door, she let out a soft, “Ahh. You really aren’t going to murder me in here. You had me going for a moment there, my Lord.”

We descended into the secret basement. I stepped in before Vennicera, and I turned, waiting to see her reaction. I had never planned on showing this room to anyone else, but it was my pride and joy. In a better world, I would have been able to show it freely.

Vennicera, the last to enter, stopped and slowly looked around the room. “...May I?”

“Please.”

She wandered around the space, looking at random books and grimoires, marveling at the draconic relics, and peering for a long while at the bit of machinery I had on display. Not since Astrid had come down here had I given it much thought. “A failed flight engine. It’s more of a curiosity and not related to much else in here. Still, it deserved a place of reverence for what might have been.”

Astrid and Eliza chatted quietly between themselves while Vennicera gave herself the tour.

I followed along, delighted to share my collection once more. I gave her a nod when she asked to open a few ancient volumes.

When she’d finished, she turned to me. “My Lord. There’s only one question all of this begs.”

“Ask it.”

“Are you… a dragonscale mage?”

“You know of such things?”

She idly ran her fingers down the spines of a few tomes. “There’s only one other place in the world that I know of that has collected such esoterica. Aside from the Royal Archives, of course.”

“And that is?”

Her eyes shone with pride. “My home. The shamans’ secret village.”

“You… have…?”

“Well,” she shrugged, “we don’t have the focus on draconic dealings that you do, but we have acquired knowledge from all over the world. Like this, forgotten bits and relics of ages past. Things that have passed out of common knowledge, or been forcibly removed, in some instances.” She turned and laid her hand on my chest. “But if you are a dragonscale mage, I would have seen your scale when we were together.”

I smirked and laid my hand over hers. “Oh, would you have?” I slowly unbuttoned my shirt, dramatically pausing before I opened it to display my scales.

Her brows climbed high. “...Two?”

“Two.”

“Did you… meld with them after we…?”

I couldn’t help smirking again. “No. Watch.” I conjured a little illusion, and before her eyes, they vanished, replaced with unbroken skin. “For whatever reason, I am adept with illusions.” I let it drop, the scales shifting back into view.

“Amazing. Does that mean that you, as well, are unbound?”

“It does. As are all my people. I cut all our bindings.”

Her hand slowly climbed to her mouth as her eyes shone. “Truly? You did that?”

“Yeah. It’s the best thing I’ve ever done. I couldn’t be more proud of it. And that’s the answer to your question of why I invited you here in the first place. I couldn’t very well tell everyone I cut their bindings. They wouldn’t understand. So I called your shamans in and had them perform your rituals.”

“Which you thought,” she said while looking through her lashes, “were fake.”

“I did. I’m sorry.”

She shook her head. “No. It’s alright, like I said. I don’t blame you. You didn’t believe but still asked us to come. Most would be ashamed to have us on their property. And you treated us well besides. Whatever the reason, it became a very positive experience for us.”

“So….”

“Hmm?”

“The ritual you performed here.”

“The effects are small.” She winked. “But very real. We could do more, but the area needed to write all the runes….” She giggled. “It would take days and an open field.”

“So all my people not only had their bindings cut, but they were under the effects of your magic as well. Huh. You know, when they started complaining about the effects ‘wearing off,’ I chalked it up to their expectations coloring their perceptions.” I took her hands in mine. “Anyway. Another important question. You cut your soulbinding with mundane magic, didn’t you?”

She met my eyes, the same fierce pride in hers. “Yes. I developed the circles that did so.” A bright smile formed on her lips. “It’s the best thing I’ve ever done. I couldn't be more proud of it.”

“Unbelievable.”

“My Lord.” She gazed around the room. “My own goals are and have always been the betterment of my people and our lives. But what… are yours?”

“Oh.” I took a deep breath. “You might wanna sit down for this.”

We set some of the chairs in a ring and once we all sat down, I explained pretty much everything to her. At this point, there wasn’t any reason to hold back. As I spoke and watched her reaction, it felt so good to say it all out loud.

When I finished, her eyes were wide. “All of them,” she breathed. “You want to cut all soulbindings.” She glanced up. “And you almost did.”

“Well.” I spread my hands. “Astrid and I managed to get to the Empress. I think, however, that the goal was never within our reach. Despite my power and the spell I had, I don’t believe we could have won. There’s something we don’t know. A lot of things we don’t know.”

“You mentioned,” Eliza said, “that your shamans have a lot of lost knowledge from ages past, correct?”

“We do.”

“Since Lys has chosen to trust you with everything, perhaps⁠—”

“Reciprocation is in order.” Vennicera finished. “That can be arranged.”

“Which brings me to one last question,” I said. “What is it that you want my help with?”

“Ah, right. I’d nearly forgotten amidst all… this. Well, in short, we’ve created a general healing spell.”

I leaned forward. “You what!?”

She smirked. “And now you know why I was so reticent to say it plainly.”

“Um,” Astrid said hesitantly.

We all looked towards her.

“Let’s just say, for example, that some of us don’t understand why that’s such a big deal?” The pitch of her voice rose as she spoke.

“Didn’t I explain the risks healing involves?” I asked. On that note, Vennicera never asked about the golden scale. That must be one thing she doesn’t know about. I’ll have to fill her in later.

Astrid grunted. “You did, but I don’t remember it all. Big risks. Explosive death. I don’t know. But a big general healing spell sounds less… catastrophic?”

“Actually much more,” Vennicera supplied.

“Oh.”

“Specific healing done by a skilled practitioner is a directed thing. General healing has massively more potential to go wrong, since it’s dealing with… everything. That’s why we’ve never attempted it before seeing the Empress’s spell. There were not only unknown runic combinations involved, but new runes. Ones we’d never seen before. Well, permutations of existing ones that we’d never encountered.”

“So,” I asked, “you memorized her entire spell? That thing was incredibly complex.”

“Oh, no. Not that, my Lord. We’ve been working on this healing project for years. Nearly a decade. But we couldn’t ever get it quite right. We were missing something important, but we didn’t know what, so we’ve never even attempted to activate our circles. The new runes and combinations we gleaned from the Empress herself filled in the gaps in our knowledge.”

“You’re sure of that?”

Her face fell. “No. We cannot be completely sure until we activate and test the circle.”

“Oohh.”

“Yes. Another reason I didn’t want to come out and say it.”

“What happens,” Astrid asked with a grimace, “if it doesn’t work right?”

Vennicera and I locked eyes.

“You want to tell her?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Well, there’s a lot of possibilities. It might do nothing.” Her eyes drifted away. “It also might create some horrific abomination out of whoever stepped inside it.”

“Now,” Astrid slowly said, “when you say… horrific abomination… you mean…?”

“Um. A grotesque amalgamation of flesh, bone, and limbs that might or might not retain some or all of the personality of the person in question.”

Silence descended for a moment before Astrid said: “WOW.”

“Yeah,” I replied. “There’s a reason it’s illegal. Mundane magic or otherwise.”

Vennicera held out her hands. “But! If it works, it would be the single most revolutionary thing that’s been developed in centuries! A magical circle that could heal wounds and disease! Since it would function apart from traditional magics, any number could be made, wherever the space to do so existed! Anyone and everyone could benefit, not just the elite! Our entire species could enter a new golden age free from sickness!”

“Well now, girl,” Eliza softly said. “Are your dreams as lofty as ours?”


Chapter Seven




We sat in the basement for a little while longer, discussing some practicalities of our situations. I wanted to visit this so-called secret village Vennicera had mentioned. Not just for the healing circle, but now that she’d brought it up, I desperately wanted to peruse the store of old tomes the shamans kept. I could only hope they lived up to my sky-high expectations.

We offered to let Vennicera stay for as long as she wanted, but she declined, saying she’d told her people she wouldn’t linger.

Eliza and Astrid said their goodbyes. Eliza wandered off, claiming to have any number of things to do, and Astrid retreated to her forge.

I walked Vennicera to the front door, where a coach, recently called, already waited for her.

She hugged me tight, and when she went in for a kiss, I let her, reveling in the feeling of her lips on mine.

“It is a shame I can’t stay,” she murmured, “because I would just love to get the two of you in bed.”

“It’s not me you need to convince,” I replied with a big smile. “I’m all for it. You’ll have to persuade Astrid.”

She nuzzled into my neck. “Already working on it.”

“So I saw. And enjoyed.”

She giggled softly. “She wants it, you know. The way her cheeks color at the barest flirting.”

“Oh, Vennicera.” I ran my fingers through her hair. “I don’t think any flirting you do could be called ‘the barest.’”

She giggled again, much louder this time. “You haven’t seen shameless yet, my Lord.”

“Vennicera,” I said in a level tone. “Get in your coach before I bend you over a table right here and now.”

She sucked in a breath and bit her lip, looking up at me through her lashes.

“Out!” I said, laughing. “Out now!” I took hold of her arms and turned her around, gently directing her towards the door.

She glanced over her shoulder, pouting.

“Next time,” I promised her.

“Next time it is, my Lord,” she replied in a husky voice. She strode through the door, very obviously exaggerating the wiggle in her hips as she went.

Naturally, my eyes were glued to her ass, except for the brief second when she turned, saw me looking, and winked.

I waited until she disappeared into the carriage before I closed the doors. Ugh. What’s happening to my life? Sexual frustration? Mortal peril? I knew there’d be hardships when I started walking down this path, but absent gods!

Those thoughts were, to an extent, dramatic hyperbole. Astrid and I found ourselves in bed at all times of day. Or on a blanket by the pond very often. I could hardly be called frustrated. But Vennicera knew how to push people’s buttons like almost no one else I’d ever known.

Now if I just let her push Astrid’s a little more, we can all have some fun together.

Five minutes later, I caught myself still standing alone in the foyer, absorbed in daydreams.

That afternoon Jess returned, thankfully giving me something else to think about.

For once, I wanted to get out of the estate, so I convinced her and Astrid, but not Eliza, to have dinner at a pub in one of the less opulent quarters of Ravensholm.

“Are you sure,” Astrid asked while we dressed, “that we should even go back there?”

“It’s not a problem.” I chose much more pedestrian clothes than normal for this outing. I wasn’t traveling as a Viscount or even a well to do merchant. I was just some guy wanting a few beers in a local pub. “If the Empress’s people had a single inkling of who we were or even what we looked like, royal soldiers would have been swarming the estate long ago. Besides, in the areas we’re going to, you might even see a few other Wyrmborn.”

“Maybe,” she said softly.

“Is that a bad thing?”

“Oh, I don’t know. If we do see any, they’ll likely be grunt workers or something like that. Then I’ll feel bad for escaping that life through a massive bout of luck.”

“Ah.”

“Oh, don’t worry about it.” She struggled to get her horns through a dark shirt with a smaller neck.

I helped her guide it over and down. “It was nice seeing Vennicera today, huh?” I asked, changing the subject.

Just a little color came to her cheeks, and she managed a pretty much normal tone when she replied, “Yeah. What a morning.”

I dressed in the same style of clothes that I had when I ventured into Woodgate, a “town” mostly undeserving of the title, where I first met Astrid. At the time, I thought I had dressed rather far down, but the bottom turned out to be much lower than I’d thought. My unpolished boots were seen as finery when compared to no shoes at all.

That being the case, these clothes would blend into Ravensholm much better than they had in that shithole.

Astrid wore simple clothes like mine that did nothing to detract from her beauty.

When she caught me staring, she snapped in my face. “What? What are you looking at? Is something wrong?”

“Not at all. Just admiring you.”

She snorted and raised her pinky at me, a rude gesture among the peerage. “Uh huh. You like me in these clothes?”

“Yes.”

She opened her mouth, ready to fire back to whatever retort she’d expected. After a pause, she shook her head. “Whatever, Lys.”

I wrapped her up in my arms from behind, picked her up off her feet, and carried her out of the closet.

“Hey!”

“You love it.”

“...Shut up!”

The coach ride with Jess to Ravensholm and ultimately to a pub called the Swirling Pig took no time at all. We chatted about nothing along the way.

The sign out front depicted a stylized pig with wavy, curving lines seeming to emanate from its mouth and twist around its body.

Astrid stopped and stared up at it. “Is it supposed to be throwing up or something?”

“It’s unclear,” I said. “Some more generous interpretations involve it flying or screaming or something.”

“The owners won’t answer your questions about it, either,” Jess added. “People ask a lot. I think they want to maintain the mystery.”

“The mystery,” Astrid said flatly. “About the barfing pig.”

“Got you talking about it, didn’t it? Gonna remember it, aren’t you?”

“Well shit,” she muttered as we walked through the doors. “I am.”

We found a booth in the back corner, exactly what we wanted for our clandestine conversations. Along the way, Astrid had asked about the wisdom of doing this, but when we went inside and she flinched from the excessive noise, I think she got the point.

Night hadn’t fallen, but the sun dipped low and people were off work for the day. Aside from our perfect booth, there weren’t a lot of open spaces left.

The ale flowed freely, powering a true cacophony.

A waitress quickly descended, dropped a pile of menus, and asked, “Ale?”

We all nodded.

A second waitress, assuming this would be our answer, plonked down three large glasses, all filled to the brim. She still carried many more on a platter, headed off to the next table.

Astrid picked up a menu, looked down at it, and made a face.

“Not to your liking?” I asked, nearly yelling.

“No, it’s fine. It’s just… sandwiches. Like, look.” She showed it to me, even though I’d seen it many times before. “Ham sandwich.” Her eyes met mine expectantly.

“Okay? Does ham offend you?”

“No, it’s just….” She threw out her hands. “They’re supposed to have funny names, like a dulcet jumper or blooming sky or something.”

Jess and I glanced at each other. After a pause, she said, “Well, some places are like that, I guess.”

“Most places!” Astrid yelled. “They’re not supposed to just say what the sandwich is!” Even though she’d raised her voice, no one, even a single table over, would have heard her.

I smirked hard at her, unable to stop myself. “This is fun. Learning new things about you.”

“Oh my deaf gods, Lys.” She frowned hard, her cheeks going red once again. When I didn’t look away, she scoffed and raised the menu up in front of her face.

“What’re you getting?” I asked Jess.

“Turkey sandwich. You?”

“Crab cakes.”

Astrid scoffed hard again.

“What about you?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” she spat in a petulant voice. “Something boring.”

As much as I wanted to continue antagonizing her, I turned to Jess, “So, tell me you’ve come back with good news.”

She paused, her glass to her lips, her eyes widening a little.

My own narrowed. “Great.”

She chugged a third of her glass and set it down. “Would you like some general news, the good news about the fort, or the bad news about it?”

“Hmm.” I sat and really considered before saying, “Good fort news.”

“Okay. It’s short. You can get in there officially and be given kind of free reign once you’re in. There are merchants and inspectors that travel to and from the fort. Your best bet would be posing as the second one, as it would come with some amount of authority.”

“Uh huh.” I took a long drink.

“Which leads into the bad news.”


Chapter Eight




Jess favored me with a thoroughly fake smile. “In order to get on the approved list of people with access to the fort, you kinda… have to already be on it.”

I took a slow drink of my ale while staring her down. “Maybe you want to expand on that thought a little?”

“Well, as far as we can tell, no one gets added to the list at this point. If you wanted to, you’d have to go through ridiculous levels of bureaucracy and headaches, complete with background checks that your assumed aliases wouldn’t pass. If you could somehow pull it all off, it would still, in all likelihood, take well more than a year to accomplish. Maybe many more.”

I looked down and tapped the table. “This is sort of souring your good news, Jess.”

“I know, my Lord. I wish I had something better to give you.”

“Could we,” Astrid asked, “just put ourselves on the list or something?”

“That’s basically your only option.” Jess took a big drink, clearly bracing herself for the next bout of bad news. “Aaaaand in order to do that, you’d have to access the list.”

“Which is kept where?” I asked.

“In the Royal Archives. The, um, Military Quarter of them.”

“Waitress!” I called. “Another round of ale, please!” I drained my glass while I processed this news. “We just infiltrate Goldhaven itself. Amazing. I love this plan.” My sarcasm was not lost on the other two.

“Okay,” Astrid said slowly. “Could we just, you know, infiltrate Fort Starscry instead?”

“Honestly?” Jess drained her glass as well. “If you knew exactly what you were looking for, I would highly recommend that option. You could fly in at night, get what you wanted, and leave. But… that place is a border outpost. It’s on high alert all the time. The entire caldera’s ringed with a thick perimeter wall that’s heavily manned and defended. I don’t doubt that you could handle some trouble, but if you kick the hornet’s nest there, things would escalate real damn fast.”

“And,” I said while suppressing a groan, “our first attempt is our best one. If we fuck it up and leave, coming back again would be a thousand times harder. There’s also no way that there aren’t augmented troops and golems stationed there, infused with a Duke’s or perhaps one of the Kings’ powers.

“Besides which,” I continued, “even if there weren’t, we can’t very well go in there slaughtering soldiers left and right. Not only are they innocent people — probably — depopulating a strategic border fort would put the northern empire at risk. As much as I want to bring the system crashing down, that doesn’t include opening us up to foreign invaders.”

We waited while our waitress brought another round of ale and took our orders.

With a big, fake grin, Astrid said, “Looks like we’re infiltrating the Royal Archives, then. How hard is that going to be?”

“With my illusions, it’s doable… along with… hmm.” The others looked askance at me as I considered a new thought. “We might just be able to reuse our armor, Astrid. Waltzing in as royal soldiers would go a long way towards opening doors.”

“It would,” Jess said, “but they’d have to be the right ones. It is the Military Quarter, but it’s all so compartmentalized.”

“What would it take to get a reasonably detailed set of floorplans, Jess?”

“Some time, a lot of favors called in, and an obscene amount of coin. The archivists are well paid. And most of them aren’t bribable besides. The job tends to attract people that care more about rules than goldweight.”

“True. But you wouldn’t be bribing those archivists. You’d be dealing with people from municipal bureaus.”

“Oh. That’s a good point.”

“If we can get a detailed set of floorplans, we can figure out quite a bit once we’re inside.”

Our conversation stalled out for a little bit when our food arrived.

My crab cakes were excellent, rivaling what I might have been served at a much finer restaurant for eight times the cost.

Jess liked her sandwich.

Astrid ended up getting a fish sandwich. When I raised an eyebrow at her, she replied with her mouth full. “It’d taste better with a funny name.”

I turned to Jess. “You said you had some ‘general news’ as well?”

“Oh, yeah. You might have heard it, but there’s been multiple sightings of dragons across the realm. Much, much closer than the ones from a while back around the wyrmsgraves. So much so that people are starting to claim that the Flight is over.”

I set my fork down. “We had a little encounter of our own, actually.” I related the events, at which Jess just whistled. “Yeah. Here’s the real question. Have they made any sort of contact with anyone?”

Jess shook her head. “That’s the thing. They’re not doing anything but flying over. No one’s heard them utter a single word as far as I know. They’re not landing or stopping, and they’re not coming all that close to densely populated areas. It’s not even a lot of sightings, but there’s no mistaking them this time. They’re not just shadows among the clouds, here and gone.”

“What could they possibly be looking for?” I mused.

Astrid pointedly caught my eye.

“Yes, I know. Us. But how? Just by flying over random places? If they could have sensed our magic, we’d probably be roasted or stomped flat in the forest right now. They can’t possibly be just flying randomly around hoping to catch something out of place.”

Jess shrugged. “Maybe dragons are just way stupider than we all think they are.”

“Oh, I would love to think that,” I said. “But unfortunately, the truth is probably the same as it’s been this whole time. There’s a lot we don’t know. And I still hate it. Well, whatever.” I picked my fork back up. “There’s no sense in dwelling on things we can’t currently change. Get us those floorplans, Jess. And then we’ll decide how to approach the Archives. And then we’ll get into Fort Starscry. And then we’ll get some damn answers. I hope.”

The gnawing thought that this whole Blackfall thing would turn out to be nothing more than a wild goose chase danced around my mind occasionally.

Or it would be a trap.

That thought I pushed harshly away.

It might be true. But it remained our only lead.

Although, if it is a trap, it’s the most needlessly convoluted one ever.

We finished our dinner in silence, all mulling over our own thoughts. I’d just sat down a few coins when I heard shouts from outside that even overpowered the din inside the bar.

Slowly, the roaring noise of the place quieted, and we began to hear another cacophony from outside.

A few people strode out the doors, and a moment later, a young woman rushed back in and yelled, “There’s a dragon! In the sky! Right now!” Excitement shone in her eyes before she turned right back around.

The entire room burst into life, people hurriedly standing to rush over everyone else to rush out the door.

All three of us locked eyes and waited for the throng to die down before we made our way outside with the rest.

It took a minute of searching in the darkening sky, but when the creature came into view, there was no mistaking it.

It must have been as large as the Shadowed Bell, a massive, ten story structure that took up an entire city block. It had dark green scales and even from here, I could see the bright gold of its glowing eyes.

Astrid grabbed my arm and hissed, “Lys.”

“That’s a big one.”

“What’s it doing!?”

“I don’t know why you’re asking me.”

She grimaced and shook her head. “Right. Just… what the hells?”

We followed the crowd towards a larger, open square between taller buildings. The dragon swooped lazily through the sky, ostensibly unaware of the people below; clamouring and shoving to get a better look.

“Save us, mighty dragon!”

“You’ve come to answer our prayers!”

Astrid leaned in and asked, “What are these morons on about?”

“There’s a lot of differing views of dragonkind,” I said, my lips pressed to her ear. “Some people conflate them with the absent gods. Probably some of this crowd right here. Others think they should be the ones ruling us, because… well….”

“People suck?”

“That’s the long and short of it, yes. They believe dragons, or maybe anything, would be a large improvement. Some of them are convinced dragons actually did rule humanity at one time, apparently a golden age ruined by the Flight.”

“The Flight happened only twenty to thirty years ago.”

“Yeah. Those people tend to be young, dumb, and not know any recent history.”

One man climbed up onto a statue and bellowed so loud we could hear him over the din of the crowd. “Death to the betrayers! Man the ballistae! Shoot the demon out of the sky! City guard, to arms! To arms! Save the children!”

Astrid’s eyes flicked over to him and back to me as the throng instantly turned on the man, dragging him down from the statue and out of view, most likely beating him senseless.

“Others think the dragons used to oppress us,” I said, still pressed close to her ear, “which is slightly more accurate. They never lorded over us, but who they chose to bestow their powers on gave them a lot of sway over human affairs and territories.”

“BETRAYERS, ALL! YOU”LL ALL BUR-AAAAHHHHHH!!!”

Astrid flinched. “Are they gonna kill that guy?”

“Maybe… oh, no. Here comes the city guard.”

As we watched, a small group of armed guardsmen pushed their way through and, after dispensing some violence of their own, extricated the raving man from his attackers.

Which gave him another chance to scream.

“MAN THE BALLISTAE, YOU FOOLS! THAT MONSTER’S COME TO CLEANSE US ALL! MARK MY WORDS!” They bodily shoved him through the press of people, knocking out a few more would-be assailants, but they didn’t bother to muffle him. “WE’RE NOTHING TO THEM! FODDER TO BE USED AND DISCARDED! THEY’LL KILL US ALL! MAN THE BALLISTAE!”

I gazed up at the dragon, which still circled the city, causing us no direct harm. It didn’t come close, remaining up towards the clouds.

Finally, the guard managed to haul the raving man from the square, which only partially quelled the noise.

People screamed up at the beast, praying at it, beseeching it, and I swore I heard a few other people speak of defending ourselves against it before they were shouted down.

We must have stood there for a half hour, watching the damn thing, listening to the idiots around us shout the entire time.

Once I couldn’t bear it anymore, I dragged Astrid and Jess out of there towards our coach.

We loaded in and headed out of the city. Luckily, my estate lay on the side away from the gathered people, so we didn’t have to navigate any of that crap on the way out.

Jess stared out the window when the city gates passed us by. “What do you make of that, my Lord?”

“I wish I knew, Jess. I almost wish the stupid thing had landed and just said something. That would have probably made things worse, but still.”

Astrid hadn’t spoken for some time. Her eyes were downcast when she muttered, “We’re going to have to fight one of those one day. I just know it.”

“One if we’re lucky,” I replied. “I still need to find out if any of my more illicit grimoires have anything to say on that matter.”

She shuddered. “They’re just so damn big. As much fire as I can conjure, it still might be little more than a spark to one of them.”

“My Lord?” Jess asked. “What do you think caused the Flight?”

My thoughts went back to our encounter with the Empress, and the horrible, twisted soulbinding that led to something above even her in the hierarchy. I explained the situation to Jess. “I asked her straight out if whatever lay on the other side of that binding caused the Flight. She said….” I grimaced at the memory. “She said yes, but not in the way I meant.”

“Someone’s above the Empress,” she breathed.

“Someone or something weird. That soulbinding wasn’t like any I’ve ever seen. It looked… well, this sounds a little stupid, but if you saw it, you’d agree. It looked evil.”

“And that crystal woman in the closet,” Astrid said.

When Jess looked bewildered, we filled her in on that, too.

“We mentioned it, when we fought her,” Astrid said. “And it was the only time she showed any real emotion. She also referred to it as ‘she.’ So….”

“So those crystal parts we found in the wyrmsgrave,” a concept I had already explained to Jess some time before, “were most likely parts from real people.”

“Who got… crystalized.” Jess muttered.

“Yeah.”

“Is that a real thing?”

I shrugged. “Who the hells knows? Apparently? I don’t know of any spell that could do anything remotely like that. Or, you know, why it even would.”

“It must be reversible.” Astrid mused. When we looked over at her, she met our eyes. “The Empress threatened us when she thought we might have broken it. Whatever’s controlling her from the other end of that binding must be using it as leverage. If it were just a corpse, would she care so much? Maybe, but I think that thing’s not only an implicit threat, but a constant reminder that she’s not in charge. She even said as much. That her ‘protectors’ were really her jailers. Whatever that meant.”

“Yeah.” I sighed. “Whatever that meant.”


Chapter Nine




The next morning, after sleeping late, I composed and sent a message to Vennicera, arranging a tour of her so-called secret village as soon as possible. And, I guess, consent to her request. But even the illegal and risky nature of her entreaty couldn’t pull my thoughts away from what secrets her stores of old knowledge might hold.

I had no illusions that it would all be useful. But hopefully we could glean something from it.

As for the other activities I had tentatively planned in my head; I’d decided to let things run their course. As much as I wanted it, I felt like broaching the topic with Astrid would feel like me pressuring her into it, which was the last thing I wanted. I’d let Vennicera work her charms and see where things ended up.

I had barely finished my pancakes when we received a reply, detailing how to get to the village, which was, to my discontent, a normal village located on the map.

“That’s a little disappointing,” I said.

Astrid had joined me in having pancakes but, as usual, did not put nearly enough syrup on them. “Maybe the secret part’s underground, like your basement. Perhaps she’ll open up a random tree in the woods nearby, revealing a staircase that descends into the earth, and we’ll all travel down it in the pitch black. At the bottom, she’ll perform some fancy spell to open another, even more secret door!”

“I, um, wouldn’t get your hopes up that far.”

She sniffed and pouted. “Dammit. I still hope it’s something amazing. We’re going today, aren’t we?”

“Well, it’s not that far away, and I didn’t have anything else planned, so yeah. Why not?”

Despite what I’d told her, as we got ready to leave the estate, I found myself also wanting the secret village to be something a little mind-blowing, even if I didn’t expect it to be.

A few hours later, after a coach ride through the wilderness, we finally came upon a little town called Cobbler’s Creek, which was somehow both a worse and better name than Woodgate. The roads here were actually made of gravel and, in some areas, actual cobblestone, so it already raised itself up higher than the absolute pit that Woodgate turned out to be.

The coach dropped us off at the local inn, which is the address Vennicera had sent along. With nothing else to do, I stepped inside, followed shortly by Astrid.

The woman at the counter nearly launched into a scripted greeting, but only got a few words into it when Astrid came into view. “Oh! You must be the ones we’re waiting for! And so soon, too!”

“Friend of Vennicera’s?” I asked.

She winked and gestured at a few seats near a bay window. “Just so, sir. If you don’t mind waiting a bit, I’ll call her for you.”

When we were alone, Astrid gazed out the window. “I hope we’re not walking into a horrorshow. You know. Again.”

I’d been so focused on the knowledge we might learn, that I’d completely pushed the risks of this healing magic out of my head.

“So, have things like this been attempted before, then?” she asked. “I don’t mean with mundane magic, of course.”

“Yeah. There are some stories out there, especially from the formation of the empire before healing magic got worked into the new laws and anyone could try whatever they wanted. Some of them are so outlandish that they must be exaggerations."

“Do I even want to know?”

I smirked. “I don’t know. Do you?”

She paused for a moment before answering. “Oh, lay it on me.”

“Well, the worst one I ever heard involved healing a dragon that had been helping fight in a war, and⁠—”

“Wait. Dragons fought in human wars!?”

“Sometimes. As a general rule, they never really got involved in stuff like that, but once in a while one or two would join a cause. No idea why, but I’m sure it was a case by case sort of thing. Anyway, the Eastern Territories were fighting back against the new Amartine rule of law, and a white dragon joined the fray, only to be peppered with ballista bolts.”

“So that guy screaming in Ravensholm was right, then? Manning the ballistae could bring one down?”

“Well sure. As mighty as they are, enough damage could kill one. Which is kind of what happened in this story. And I have to press upon you that this is a story. It might be real, but I’m pretty damn sure it’s just hyperbole.”

Astrid leaned back and smiled. “Oh, well, I’m very interested now.”

“Good. So, at that point, healing wasn’t the refined sort of thing it is now, and they were throwing all kinds of spells at the wall to see what stuck. And this dragon, so the story goes, was decidedly fucked-up.”

“Is that what the book said? You read this in a book, right? Did it say ‘fucked-up’?”

“Sure. Why not.” I grinned. “So the doctors, if you even want to call them that, tried to heal this dragon's many wounds. And if this was real, let’s not forget that dragon physiology must be worlds different from humans’. When they tried casting their magic, blood exploded out from the side of the dragon.”

She watched, rapt. “Uh huh?”

“Searing hot blood, too. It boiled people alive as the dragon thrashed and wailed, crushing even more in its throes.”

“That’s not all, surely.”

“Not even close. After all the blood burst out of it⁠—”

“All the blood?”

I gave her a level look. “Let me tell the story, please.”

She raised her pinky at me. “Fine, fine.”

“So this bloodsplosion wholly drained the beast, which started to rot right then and there. The doctors, apparently still thinking they could salvage this, redoubled their efforts. Well, they actually succeeded… after a fashion. That side of the dragon rotted quickly into sludge, but they managed to save and heal… the other half.”

“No way.”

“And then,” I said, my eyes flashing as I really got into the story, “the healed half of the dragon — and we’re talking straight down the middle, too, just the right side completely gone — got up on its two feet, with its one wing, and joined the fight again, all its insides fully in view of everyone.”

“...Go on.”

“White dragons deal primarily in cold and frost, so everyone could see the inner workings of this thing as it awkwardly flew over the battle once more, completely berserk and insane, one half of its brain still there, vomiting up gouts of chilling frost magic from half its organs. It writhed and thrashed, not really able to fly anymore, but still careening over the battlefield, its mind either long gone or totally scrambled.

“Before then, the outcome of the battle had been in question. But after that monstrosity took to the field with its erratic and crazed assault, the enemy quickly broke in sheer terror. As far as they knew, our side had purposefully unleashed this creature upon them. A wild thing to which pain and further injury seemed to mean nothing.

“Even as they ran, it continued its murderous rampage, grinding and freezing the enemy as they tried to flee. In the end, once it couldn’t keep up with their retreat, it turned on the Amartine army instead.”

“Nooo!” Astrid nearly slid out of her seat, she’d leaned so far forward.

“Apparently they fought it for a brief moment before it became clear they weren’t going to have any better luck against it than the other army had had. They broke and fled in much the same fashion, leaving the thing writhing in an open field with nothing to attack. The army watched it for some time, convinced it would surely succumb to its… condition.

“Which it finally did, some hours later. Sort of. They say that before it died, it stopped its thrashing, raised its head to the sky, and screamed out words in a tongue no one in the world has heard before or since, but when it spoke them, the sky blackened and swallowed up the sun, plunging the land into a darkness that fire or magical light couldn’t hold back. When it finally abated, the half-dragon was gone, leaving behind not a single trace.”

Astrid stared at me, lips parted, waiting for more. After a pause, she said, “And?”

“And that’s it. No one ever knew what ultimately became of it.”

“Oh, well told, my Lord,” a voice said from behind me.

We turned to see Vennicera standing there in a flowing white dress with a deep-cut neck.

“I’ve heard the Tale of the Half-Dragon before, but your rendition gave me a few more chills than normal.” She gave me a wink and a smile that quickened my pulse.

“Just how long have you been there?” I asked.

“Long enough to hear most of your story.” She turned to Astrid. “You seemed to enjoy yourself as well, lovely. What did you think of it?”

“Very entertaining. Complete shit.”

I smirked. “There are people who’d swear it’s a real accounting, but you can find people that believe most anything, really.”

“Like the veracity of mundane magic?” Vennicera said with an arched eyebrow.

“I believe I already apologized twice for my disbelief.”

“So you did,” she said with a giggle. “But I reserve the right to bring it up to antagonize you in the future. But! That being said, I can’t tell you how pleased I am to see you both here. Your coming, my Lord, marks the culmination of years of work.”

“Assuming things go well.”

“Assuming today’s tests don’t result in any half-corpses that end up blotting out the sun, yes. Although if that does happen, I’m going to be pretty damn surprised.”

“Me too. And on that note… are there people willing to test this circle out? Surely there’s some preliminary things you’re going to try first, right?”

The mirth fell off her face. “No. The circle is meant to heal humans. Testing it out with a chicken or something wouldn’t result in anything. I doubt the magic would even touch the animal. If it did, it wouldn’t result in anything good.”

I imagined a runic circle attempting to turn a chicken into a human by force and grimaced hard. “Oh, gods.”

When I related my thoughts to the others, they reacted in much the same way.

Astrid sighed hard and slumped into her chair. “I really hope we’re not walking into a horrorshow again.”

“What are the chances,” I ventured, “that this magic turns people into crystals?”

Vennicera laughed huskily and turned away. “Well, if it does, my Lord, then you will have a very compelling piece of your puzzle solved.”

“Oh. That’s a good point. I won’t hold my breath about it, though.”

“Indeed. Shall we?” She gestured towards the door.

“Yeah.” I stood and started that way. “Let’s get this going before my thoughts really start to tumble out of control.”


Chapter Ten




Vennicera took us through the town, pointing out little landmarks of middling importance. The only ones I cared about were a few houses she mentioned that held a lot of the collected knowledge of the shamans.

“I would love to tell you that it’s all very well archived and curated,” she said as we passed one of the houses, “but the truth is quite the opposite. When I returned home, I asked a few people to look for some volumes that you might be interested in, but I wouldn’t get your hopes too far up without a lot of time to comb through everything.”

“Anything you find will be very much appreciated, Vennicera. Really. I’m hardly going to complain about the time it takes. I’ve amassed my own collection over my entire adult life. I don’t mind waiting weeks or months for something more.” I felt otherwise, really. I wanted it now, but being unreasonable and demanding would hardly help.

I caught Astrid’s eye as we went, a dejected look on her face.

She apparently really wanted something showy to happen, and I thought the ordinary town had turned into a massive let down.

Right until it didn’t.

Vennicera took us into a house like any other. It didn’t have anyone inside and the door wasn’t locked. She led us around through the small foyer and towards a basement door, which she unlocked with a mechanism that flicked out from inside a ring she wore.

Astrid’s eyes flashed as she caught mine, mouthing an excited, “Ooo!”

We descended down a few floors worth of stairs that started with finished walls that quickly gave way to smooth and then rough stone.

At the bottom, probably about four floors down, we stepped out into a truly massive room.

“Holy hells,” Astrid breathed.

The space stretched out further than we could see, broken up by squat pillars every so often, placed evenly to reinforce the ceiling, which only hovered a little above our heads. Lights ringed each pillar, illuminating the mind-boggling amount of runes that filled every bit of the floor, from our feet and spanning off into the distance.

“Holy hells indeed,” I echoed. “How big is this circle, Vennicera?”

She stood proudly behind us with her hands on her hips. “It depends on what sort of measurement you’re asking about. This excavated cave extends further than the edge of the town up above and is nearly as wide at this point. Or, we had to include about a hundred and fifty support pillars across it all. Or, if you want to know how many individual runes….” She took a deep breath and surveyed the area. “Well, I don’t even know. I want to say hundreds of thousands, but that might be undercutting it. Perhaps woefully so. I know for a fact that we added in around twenty-five thousand more while integrating the Empress’s runes into it.”

“How long did it take?”

“From the beginning? Years. Looking back on it, we must have started long before we had the requisite understanding to even realistically attempt it. It’s undergone so many revisions and complete reworks that it’s not even remotely recognizable to what we started with. But! Today’s the day! The day when all our work pays off.”

I hope that’s true. “You’re pretty sure of it, then? I mean, you would almost have to be in order to risk someone’s life on it, right? And… on that note… you’re not going to be the test subject, are you?”

“No.” She shook her head and crossed her arms. “I offered and got shouted down, pretty much. ‘Too valuable, bla bla bla.’ As if no one could replace me.”

“All the same,” I said, “I’m glad it’s not going to be you.”

“The sentiment is not lost on me, my Lord. But now, can I show you what I want you to do?”

“Of course.”

She walked us through that eerie place, making a beeline towards an anchoring sigil that, to me, looked just like the rest of it all.

“Here’s the beginning of it. This is the pattern I want you to channel into.”

Astrid peered down at the ink on the stone floor. “So, sorry if this is obvious, but why do you need Lys? Isn’t mundane magic’s whole thing that it doesn’t need a channeler or a focus?”

“It is. But waiting for the requisite power to naturally flow into this set of circles would take decades.” She flatly added, “We did the math.”

“Ah. I see.”

“If you’re willing, my Lord, I would like to undertake this as soon as possible. Word of your arrival is already spreading quickly, and if we don’t get on with it, I just know that I’m going to be mobbed with people asking when it will commence.”

“That’s fine with me. Is… everyone in the village a shaman?”

“Yes.”

“So the secret part of your so-called secret village is…?”

She smirked and shrugged a shoulder. “Aside from this cave and another few like it — much smaller ones — we’re a secret sitting in plain sight. From the outside, we look like a normal village. There are families here, businesses, and all the mundane things you’d expect. We’re also… something more. A bit more pedestrian than your basement and its hidden door.”

As advertised, we didn’t have to wait long for people to show up once Vennicera went upstairs and spread the word.

While they excitedly filed in, I asked her, “So, is the entire thing going to… like, should we all be standing in here?”

“Ah, no, my Lord.” She pointed in what seemed like a random direction. “There is a focal point that way. Anyone who steps inside it will be affected by the magic, but everyone else will not.”

“Ah. Okay. That’s reassuring. So, can I ask? Who volunteered for this?”

“You see that man over there?”

Amidst the growing crowd and noise, she singled out a middle aged man heavily bent over a cane in one hand. Taking a step seemed to be an ordeal for him, but he waved off anyone’s attempt to help him. He wore a full beard and nice clothes. Aside from his terrible posture and exaggerated limp, he seemed in fine health.

“That’s Toren,” Vennicera said. “Years ago, he was a soldier in the Amartine army. Did many tours, mostly boring. But in one skirmish, he became trapped in a collapsing building. A very long and painful story short, his battalion rescued him, but he sustained devastating injuries. He’s come a long way, and he puts a brave face on it, but he’s still in pretty debilitating pain most of the time. No one had a more compelling argument to be chosen, and he’s said many times that he knows and accepts the risks.” She slowly met my eyes. “Shall we?”

“Yeah.”


Chapter Eleven




Just in case, the shamans all retreated to the outside edges of the room, just close enough to witness everything.

Astrid joined them. She’d wanted to remain beside me, but I didn’t want to put her in any unnecessary danger. She started to argue with me before Vennicera chimed in and took my side. Astrid grumbled, but ultimately went.

Vennicera did stay beside me, as she was the resident expert. I didn’t know what could possibly go wrong, for us at least, aside from the circle simply not working, but having her there made me feel a little better anyway.

Toren stood near the focal point, leaning heavily on his cane. Many wanted to remain with him as well, but he shooed them all away. Politely at first, but then with scowls and a few swift taps from the cane.

“Just channel into this pattern, my Lord. That’s all that’s required. It won’t be taxing in the least.”

I nodded. I wanted to say something poignant, but none of this was about me, so I stayed silent and did my part.

The magic flowed easily from my body and into the runes. Just as she’d said, it took very little. I could have channeled fifty times more than what I did and probably still not be at my limit.

The runes instantly glowed into life. As each one did so, the one next to it flared, slowly at first, but faster and faster with each rune and sigil they flowed through.

It all happened in a few short moments, but the power overflowed in the room as the circle bloomed into life. I could barely stop my jaw from dropping at the sheer amount of magic that coursed into the space.

It worked its way through the pattern, and as it did so, the power amplified many times over, quickly dwarfing what even I could channel.

And not only that, but the complexity of the spell would have shattered even the Empress’s mind had she tried to channel this version.

I had no idea if the blessing she cast at the Shadowed Bell rivaled the effects of this spell, but I could only imagine that it did not. Mundane magic needed so many more runes and patterns to work, true, but if the magic I felt truly did what Vennicera wanted it to, it would put all the healers in the world to shame.

Everyone around could see the illumining of the runes, if not the runes themselves, but I didn’t think anyone but Astrid and I could feel the actual magic emanating from them. I turned to find her wide-eyed and her jaw on the ground. Eventually, she caught me looking and mouthed, “Holy hells!”

I just numbly nodded.

Finally, the circle reached a crescendo, the magic buffeting my senses so hard I struggled to stand under the force of it. After catching Vennicera’s eyes, I retreated to the side of the room, letting the roar of power wash over me, my mind finally getting used to the sensation.

When I slipped my arm around Astrid’s waist, she turned and pressed her body into mine. “What the shit, Lys!?”

“I know. Amazing, isn’t it? This is easily thousands of times stronger than anything they’ve done before. Now that I think about it, I couldn’t feel anything at all from the magic they did at the estate. At the time, I hadn’t expected to, of course. But yeah, looking back, that was a tiny spell. This sure isn’t. You can feel it, right?”

“I sure can. It’s worlds above the level we can channel!”

“What we can channel so far.”

She shook her head. “I don’t know that I want to be able to channel this much. Can you imagine how much fire I could conjure with this amount of power? I could burn a whole city down, if not more. I don’t know if I want that kind of power.”

“We’ll see,” I said with a grin, giving her a little squeeze.

The excitement dropped right off her face as Toren stepped up to the spell’s focus. “Oh, right. This part.”

No one around us grimaced in anticipation of impending horror. They must have all really believed.

“It’s time!” Vennicera called out to the sounds of cheers. She nodded at Toren, who nodded back.

“Here we go,” I said softly into Astrid’s ear.

She wrapped her arms around me, clutching me tight.

I felt my own fingers gripping her arm, waiting for the untold horrors to explode onto the scene. If Toren was transformed into a dangerous abomination, it would be our job to take him out. I couldn’t imagine that he’d somehow become all that much of a threat to us, but we were dealing with untested magic, so who knew?

Toren limped into the focus, and for a moment, nothing at all happened.

I could feel the power swirling around him, but the scope of this whole thing eclipsed my senses, and I couldn’t tell what, if anything, actually happened.

His face remained unchanged for too long, in my opinion, but then a smile started to appear on his lips. He took a long, deep breath and stood a little straighter.

“Oohs” and “ahhs” drifted in from the crowd, but I wasn’t convinced until he picked his cane up off the ground and took a tentative step without it.

A perfectly normal one.

“Sweet hells,” Astrid whispered.

Vennicera cried out and rushed over to him, careful to stay out of the focus.

Toren stayed for a moment longer before confidently striding out into Vennicera’s waiting arms. As they embraced, I could see the tears streaming down her face.

I could imagine what she must have felt. Years and years of work for this one glorious moment. I had had a similar experience with the melding of my first scale. But this was a little different. This wasn’t about one person. It wasn’t even about the shamans at the end of the day. Vennicera had been right. If they could spread the knowledge of this throughout the world, it would revolutionize almost everything.

Disease and sickness would be a thing of the past.

Assuming these results were stable.

But I had no reason to assume they wouldn’t be. Normal magical healing did its work and the results stood the test of time.

Astrid buried her face into my chest as the rest of the shamans, seemingly enough to be the entire village, finally surged forward, leaving us off to the side. “As amazing as this is,” she said, “I’m so relieved nothing traumatic happened.”

“Yeah. Same here.”

“You realized that if he turned into a monster, that we’d⁠—”

“Be the ones fighting and killing him. Yeah. That occurred to me.”

“So glad that didn’t ha⁠—”

The entire room shook.

All conversation dropped straight off as a sinking feeling bloomed in my stomach. Is it unstable!? Is the whole place going to explode!? After I quickly quieted those thoughts, I let the magic flow over me, searching for anything that had changed.

It felt the same as it had.

What in the world?

Everyone stood in silence for a moment before another tremor shook the room, threatening to knock us off our feet.

My eyes slowly drifted to the ceiling. What if…? But no. Surely not.

Three more tremors in rapid succession rocked the cave, knocking many people to their feet. “Everyone out!” I yelled. I wasn’t about to stand here and watch people get crushed in a cave-in.

A few still on their feet either ran or started to pull up others when a few more earthquakes shook the world.

Right before a massive set of dragonclaws rent through the ceiling, bringing down a shower of rocks and debris.


Chapter Twelve




Chaos erupted in the cave.

People shouted and ran, nearly trampling others in their haste to get away from the claws and scales scrabbling in from above.

The dragon’s claws retreated, ripping out more stone and earth before plunging right back in.

As much as I wanted to save everyone, my thoughts boiled down to only two things.

Save Astrid.

Save Vennicera.

Astrid, of course, needed no saving. She already stood at my side and pulled her magic through me, ready to go in a split second.

Vennicera, on the other hand, lay beyond the grasping claws.

“Get anyone out that you can,” I said to Astrid. “I’m going after Vennicera!”

I expected her to argue with me, but she just nodded and turned to go, her feet leaving the stone floor as she soared into the air.

Gods I love her.

I did the same, sailing through the room, pulling in as much magic to bolster my body as I could. One day, we’d be able to harden our skin enough that even this dragon would pose no threat.

Today, however, wasn’t that day.

If those claws hit me right, they’d tear me apart easily.

All I have to do is not get hit, then.

I whipped around pillars, clouds of dust blocking my vision as I went. “Vennicera! I’m here!”

“Lys!” Sheer terror ran through her voice.

It tore my soul to hear it, along with my name, which I didn’t think she’d ever actually used, even in bed together.

Shitshitshit!

“Fuck you!” I screamed at the dragon. It surely couldn’t have heard me from underground over all the noise it made, but I didn’t care. When everyone was safe, Astrid and I were going to kill this bastard.

It must have sensed the magic. There’s no other explanation. Is that what they’re all searching for?

Absent gods, it must be.

We assaulted the Empress with power outside the hierarchy of soulbindings. Which means the dragons are definitely deeply involved with whatever’s going on with her.

Could they be…?

Before I could ruminate on anything more, I heard Vennicera calling my name again.

I flung myself through the dust and debris, keeping the searching claw as far away as I could. Finally, I managed to catch sight of her and Toren. “Hold on!” I swooped in and wrapped an arm underneath theirs.

They both let out a hard, “Oof,” as I did so.

No time for being gentle. Sorry, Toren. Hope you can handle this.

I’d gotten turned around in the bedlam, so I just flew towards the nearest wall I could see, and when I got there, asked Vennicera which way to go.

She could barely speak as she was busy coughing out dust, but she managed to point to our left.

The dragon had managed to excavate a much larger hole in the meantime, fitting both claws down into the cave, rending and tearing at everything it could.

I felt the runes dissipate and the massive aura of magic begin to wane.

All that work. All those years. Gone.

Whatever. Worry about it later. They can recreate it.

…For the dragons to destroy again.

“What the fuck?” I muttered to myself as we flew up the stairs.

I knew I had more pressing matters, but the presence and violence of this dragon had staggering implications. What exactly they were, I couldn’t piece together at the moment.

We flew up the stairs and out into the house, the world trembling around us as we did so. I set Toren and Vennicera down after we left the front door. “What now? Is there a safe place you can go?”

Outside turned out to be more mired in bedlam than down below, people shouting and running in all different directions. Some wanted nothing more than to flee, but some were armed and lightly armored, bellowing about fighting the dragon.

Let’s put an end to those thoughts.

“No,” Vennicera muttered, still coughing out dust. “It would have been the cave.”

“Great. Well, gather as many people as you can and head out into the forest. We’ll take care of things here.”

She turned to me with terror-stricken eyes. “My Lord, you can’t possibly mean to⁠—”

“Now, Vennicera. Please.”

It took her a moment to get under control, but she nodded. “As… you wish.”

“We’ll come find you when the danger’s passed. Now go.”

She and Toren took each other’s hands and absconded out into the town.

They’ll be safe. Worry about Astrid now.

As if on cue, I heard her cries echoing over the rooftops.

“Eat this, you stupid fuck!”

Shortly after, a wall of flame that nearly colored the sky orange blazed into life.

A second after that, a dragonsroar shook the world as much as its tunneling into the cave had.

I pressed my hands over my ears and bent low.

“Aaaaahhhhh!”

When I came to my senses, I looked up to see Astrid zipping by overhead, chased a split-second later by the dragon, its mouth open wide to swallow her whole.


Chapter Thirteen




I channeled hard in pure panic as I watched the monster’s teeth nearly envelop Astrid’s flying form. Copies of her split off in a myriad of directions, all indistinguishable from the real thing.

Hope burned in my chest that she knew what to do and hadn’t flown blindly forward.

The dragon’s teeth slammed shut on one of the Astrids, and in a bit of heady euphoria, I felt the magic of it dissipate.

I launched myself into the air, desperately wishing I’d practiced more on offensive spells or had, at the very least, brought my magicked sword that I could reliably whip around with telekinesis.

Gotta make do.

Levitating mundane objects had, very unintuitively, proved so much harder than using magical artifacts. Fueled mostly by panic and blessed with a massive target, I picked up a few boulders from between the trees outside the town, whipping them all at the dragon’s eye.

Its scales were a motley gray, indicating that this one was merely an adolescent of somewhere under two hundred years of age. Despite that, it easily stood three stories tall and had fully formed scales, teeth, and claws.

Our only saving grace would be that its spell casting abilities wouldn’t have matured very far.

My rock shower pelted its face, knocking it to the side as it snapped at more Astrids.

The real one, having circled around behind it, conjured and lobbed a massive, heavy ball of fire right into the back of its head.

It cried out and spasmed, its body twisting in pain and beginning to fall out of the air.

I zipped in, pulled as much power in as I safely could, and wrapped my fist with a sparking aura of lightning, ready to plunge it straight through the dragon’s eye and fry its brain.

In the much more blasphemous texts I’d acquired, two authors hinted that this was the most effective way to kill a dragon.

Time to test the theory.

It thudded to the ground, crushing two houses and shaking the earth once more.

I made a beeline towards it, my blood racing as I nearly administered the deathblow.

Nearly.

It saw me coming. Of course it did. I made for its eye and dropped all pretense of subterfuge.

It jerked its head, opened its mouth, and nearly bit off my arm as my attack sailed right into where its eye had been a second before.

I screamed and, in pure reflex, coated my arm in a thick layer of ice. It crunched, instantly cracking, but it held just long enough for me to pull my arm free.

The dragon thrashed hard, knocking down the remnants of the houses it had landed on and sending splintered wood and showers of dirt all around me.

I weaved through its limbs, focused on nothing more than avoiding being hit. I took a few glancing blows, but nothing my power couldn’t mostly protect me from. The small injuries I took instantly healed from the magic in my golden scale. To my elation, it worked with almost no conscious thought.

Okay. Slow down, Lys. Think before you act this time.

In our practice sessions, Astrid and I had discussed how we would actually fight a dragon. We never got very far, but we had a few strategies that belatedly came back to mind.

“You won’t see the next one coming, you bastard.” I conjured a flickering spell of blinding light, and as Astrid distracted the beast with raining fire, I zipped in as quickly as I could, running my hands over the scales of its face.

I nearly got bitten in half, terror running through my veins at the sound of snapping teeth next to my head.

I meant to get both sides, but only managed one.

Still, bright white light flared into existence about three handswidths from the dragon’s left eye, anchored into place by my spell.

It roared and thrashed anew, the light sticking to its eye as it did.

Astrid kept up her attack, flinging fire into it from all sides.

In myth, all dragons were immune to fire.

In reality, red ones were highly resistant to it.

The others, not so much. Dragonhide was tough and resilient, but enough fire could burn it away.

I watched as a few particularly huge fireballs slammed into its back, resulting in smoking, burning flesh.

It smelled horrible.

The dragon bellowed and thrashed in pain. During its throes, I managed to swoop in once more, under the protection of a few double images of myself, and plant another blinding spell at the thing’s other eye.

For the first time, it roared actual words at us.

Unfortunately, they were in a form of Draconic that I lightly recognized but couldn’t understand. The tone, however, implied that it cursed our souls to the hells.

“Keep it up!” I yelled at Astrid.

“As if I’d stop!” she yelled back.

I flung what I could at it. Boulders, fallen trees, and bits of houses.

It couldn’t see through my spells and it couldn’t hear through the constant streaking sounds of fire crashing into it.

We’re going to kill a dragon!

We’re going to… kill a dragon.

I whipped up to Astrid and held her arm. “Wait.”

“What!? Why?”

“Just wait.”

When the fiery salvo finally abated, the dragon eased in its thrashing. I flew down well out of melee range, hovering above it in the air. “Why are you doing this!?” I yelled down at it. “No one here’s done anything to you!” Well. Aside from all the things we’re currently doing to you. But you started it!

It screamed at me in Draconic, and I wracked my brain trying to piece out and remember any of the words it said. I knew if I could, I could unravel more of the mystery. But they flew by, garbled by rage and pain, barely any making the least sense in my mind.

As it bellowed at me, it scratched at its face, gouging the skin and scale, ripping them away in a shower of blood.

What the hells!?

My blinding spell, anchored on its flesh, fell away underneath one eye.

“Oh shi⁠—”

Its entire body coiled and sprung in an instant. I could barely react before its massive talons wrapped around me, crushing me and forcing the wind from my lungs. I channeled as much as I could through my body, protecting myself from the insane weight pressed down onto me.

A normal person would have been crushed to nothing but flesh and blood under it all.

“LYS!”

An inferno bloomed behind the dragon, searing into its back as it slammed me into the ground.

Astrid flew around it, trying desperately to land a hit on its arm, but it moved with her, keeping me pressed to the dirt.

I pulsed with as much lightning as I could, pushing it out through my entire body and into the beast’s scales. While it jerked and grunted at the pain, it held me tight. Most of my power kept me alive, and I couldn’t spare enough for a real attack.

Its other hand came up, claws at the ready to decapitate me.


Chapter Fourteen




KA-THUNK.

I heard a rush of air just before a huge ballista bolt sank deep into the dragon’s wrist, just above me.

It jerked back, its grip on me opening.

“Fuck you!” I screamed as I dropped any pretense of defense and funneled every last bit of power I had into the most devastating ball lightning that I could create. I plowed it into the monster’s hand, and in a shower of blinding light and white hot blood, I blew off two of its fingers, my assault rending its flesh and shattering its scales and bones.

KA-THUNK.

Another bolt sailed through the air, straight towards the beast’s eye.

It tried to dodge, but Astrid plowed straight into the back of its head, her entire body wrapped in bright blue fire.

That’s new.

The ballista bolt missed its eye but instead careened right into its open mouth, sinking into the roof of it.

There it is. The deathblow.

“Time to do something stupid,” I muttered as I flew straight between its bloodied and chipped teeth. I channeled and gave myself as much strength as I could. With a mighty push, I rammed the bolt upwards, fully encasing it in the dragon’s soft flesh. My hands followed it in, and I channeled as much electricity as I could while still keeping myself alive.

Its screamed deafened me, only to be cut short.

It shuddered and stopped.

I rode its body to the ground, where it crashed down with another earthquake.

“LYS!”

“LYS!”

Two people called my name as I crawled my way up a dead dragon’s tongue towards the sliver of jagged light coming in through its teeth.

I wanted so much to cry out and yell all the swears I knew, but the dragonspit covered me from head to toe, and if I opened my mouth, it would get in there, too.

Finally, I reached my arm up and out through the teeth. Luckily, they were pointed but not overly sharp on the sides.

“LYS!”

Yeah, I’m here. No, I’m not replying.

Multiple hands closed around mine, pulling me up. With all the magic I could muster, I bolstered my body enough to wrench the dragon’s mouth open just far enough for me to slither out.

Astrid, Vennicera, Toren, and I all tumbled from the corpse and onto the debris below.

I’d hope to land on some nice, soft grass. Instead, I landed on some broken stone and a jutting out piece of splintered wood that nearly skewered me.

I still didn’t open my mouth.

“Lys,” Astrid said, “are you okay!?”

I nodded as I picked myself up. The fear on her face ratcheted up when I didn’t speak, but I just held up a finger and stumbled my way towards some actual grass, which I simply threw myself down on, using it to scrape off the lingering dragon spit.

Arguably, this probably counted as the least refined thing I had ever done in my life, but I didn’t care one damn bit. I just smashed my face wholesale into the ground, reveling in the feeling of being very slightly cleaner. “Okay,” I said after a big breath. “Okay. Holy hells. Are there any towels around here? Or working showers?”

Astrid skidded to a halt right before her arms wrapped me up. “Oh. Ugh. Oh gods.”

“Yeah.” I nodded again. “That shower?”

“Um.” Vennicera stood off to the side with Toren, a look of utter bewilderment on her face. “There, uh…. There’s some showers in a house over here, my Lord.” She gestured towards one of the still standing structures.

“Excellent. Please get me some new clothes, if you would be so kind. I’ll be quick, and then we’ll get out of here, alright? Oh, and Astrid, please collect as much of the dragon’s claws as you can carry. I have some plans for them.”

She stood with her fists on her hips, looking nearly as nonplussed as Vennicera as I handed out these directions. “Uh, sure, Lys. You are okay, right?”

“Yep, I am. But we can’t linger here, so please be quick.” All the small and moderate injuries I’d taken had been healed soon after I took them, my golden dragonscale functioning perfectly. I’d barely even noticed it during the fight, which spoke volumes.

“Right, yeah.”

On my way to the house, my thoughts fairly exploded. I desperately wanted to harvest the dragon’s body for all I could, but without proper tools and a lot of time, I wouldn’t be able to get anything worth getting. If Astrid could saw or burn off some of its claws, that would have to be enough.

Inside the house, I stripped quickly and dumped my clothes on the floor. This was, in all likelihood, someone’s home, but I had no illusions about the shamans being able to salvage anything here.

That thought led me, naturally, to what Vennicera must be feeling.

The circle worked. It actually worked.

And then it got instantly destroyed, along with the village.

“Her home,” I said softly to no one.

As if summoned by my thoughts, the door opened and she called out, “Lys? I got you some clothes. Do you want me to set them here and go, or⁠—”

“No, please stay.”

She didn’t reply, but the door clicked closed, and I saw her shadow through the glass of the shower.

“Dare I ask something stupid,” I said, “like, ‘How are you doing?’”

She laughed loudly and without humor. “Cold hells,” she spat in a deep voice. “I should be falling apart right now, but I’m not. I’m not feeling much at all, really. Just shock, I suppose. When we get somewhere safe, I should think I’ll break into pieces. But I’ve lived through too much shit to crack now. I’ll be okay.”

“Probably the best that can be expected. Another question. How many people…?”

“Oh, I don’t know. I can’t imagine everyone made it out, but I don’t personally know of anyone who was killed. You might not be surprised to hear that we’ve always had an evacuation plan in place. Although it was created for the event of getting raided by the authorities. Some authorities. Didn’t really matter which ones. It’s something we trained from time to time. And… honestly? It being a dragon made it a little easier. We always thought we’d be running from hordes of soldiers that would be coming from all angles. There was just the one dragon, and you and Astrid were taking all its attention, so the danger remained in one area.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” I looked down to see a very displeasing swirl of dark liquid running down from my hair and into the drain. I’d shampooed it twice, not even looking the first time. It must have been dragonsblood, along with dirt and grime. And my own blood besides. At least I couldn’t feel any lingering spit on my skin. I shuddered at the thought. “Where will everyone go?”

“I don’t know. As many places as there are people, I imagine. Some will go to their families or friends. Others probably have back up plans. But some of us….”

“You’re all welcome at my estate. For as long as you need.”

For a second, she didn’t reply, but then the glass door opened and she stuck her head in. She looked a little roughed up and dirty, but not injured. “You don’t have to do that, my Lord.”

“You can call me Lys all the time, if you want, you know. And I’m going to offer that no matter what you say. You and anyone else are welcome to stay with me. Not… in the manor, but there are places.”

She cocked her head at me. “None of us can stay in the manor with you?”

I smirked. “Perhaps one exception is in order.” I shut off the water and pulled the towel down from its bar. “Oh yeah, I meant to ask. A ballista!?”

She retreated from the shower and leaned back against the countertop. “We had a lot of contingency plans.”

“I guess so. That was good aim.”

“Thank Toren for that. We were waiting for a shot to its eye, but had to hit its wrist when it… grabbed you.” She shuddered. “I… well. Nevermind what I thought at the time.”

“You two saved my life, you know. I was trying to get out of there, but…. Well, nevermind what would or wouldn’t have happened. It worked out.”

Our conversation lapsed after that. I dressed quickly, and when I’d buttoned the last button on my shirt, Vennicera came up behind me and slid her arms around my chest and rested her chin on my shoulder. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

I squeezed her hands. “Me too. Let’s get out of here, huh?”

“Right. Oh, but one last thing. Some books were collected for you. Let’s take them, huh? …Assuming the house they were in wasn’t crushed.”

“Ah, right.” Though I found that I couldn’t summon an iota of excitement about them.


Chapter Fifteen




We found Astrid by the carcass, channeling a white hot stream of fire into the dragon’s claws. She’d already severed one and nearly had a second cut off.

I stepped up beside her, careful not to get too close. I knew her magic wouldn’t hurt me, but the wavy lines of heat coming off the fire made me instinctively wary. “Wow, good work.”

She shook her head, deep in concentration. She must have been at the tail end of what she could handle.

I knew my own limits were coming up fast. “This is both taking more and less time than I imagined.”

The severed claws would both be about six feet long and most likely very heavy.

I sighed. We really were going to run up against the edge of our power getting these things home. I had no illusions that we were going to call a coach and ride there in peace. We’d either be flying or, more likely, walking until we could manage to fly the rest of the way.

With awkward baggage.

I looked around and found no one here but the two of us. I stood and watched Astrid cut through the second claw before Vennicera came back, her arms full of books bound with a long cord.

She looked at us both, and then the claws. “So.”

I channeled just enough power to hoist the first claw up and over my shoulder, grunting at the weight. “Oh, damn,” I muttered, before channeling a little more.

Astrid sighed and said nothing.

“You okay there?” I asked. “You’ve been working pretty hard.”

Her eyes held nothing but exhaustion. “We have to go, don’t we?”

“...Yeah.”

“Well.” She channeled too, hoisting her own claw up and over her shoulder.

I took a deep breath.

Both of our power came from me. Through a little quirk of the magic, my own channeling taxed me more than hers did, which was the only saving grace to this situation.

“I’d help if I could,” Vennicera said. “I’ll, uh, carry these books, huh?” She had six in the stack.

I couldn’t make out the titles and didn’t really care at the moment. “That’ll be just fine. And please, take the lead. Neither of us know where we’re going.”

“Of course.”

We made our way out through the town and into the forest, following a small, narrow trail.

My claw knocked against the trees and saplings as we went, each time threatening to knock me off balance.

A half hour later, I wanted nothing more than to call for a halt so I could catch my breath, but before I could get around to actually doing so, a roar sounded across the skies.

We’d just recently stepped into a little clearing, but when we heard the sound, we all locked eyes and turned to run back for the safety of the trees. We managed to hunker down along a little cliff, finally letting the claws drop to the ground when the unmistakable sound of beating dragon wings sounded overhead.

We stayed perfectly silent as it rushed by, flying directly towards the village.

A few minutes passed before I even dared to speak. “It’s not going to like what it finds.” I turned to see Vennicera’s facade cracking.

Her lip trembled, her eyes were wide, and she very subtly shook.

“Vennicera?”

“Are the….” She shook her head. “Are all the dragons… our… enemies!?”

“Well, some of them are, at least.”

She let out a laugh that was more so a sob. “Why? Just… why? Is not enough of this damnable world already arrayed against me? Now the fucking dragons break the fucking Flight itself to torment us!?”

Before I could move, Astrid scooted closer and pulled Vennicera bodily in for a viciously tight hug. “Not everyone’s against you.”

Vennicera let out a little grunt at the force of the hug. She didn’t reply, but her hands raised up and curled around Astrid’s arms.

I moved in close and wrapped my arm around them both, leaning against the cool stone.

We sat in silence before another roar shook the very ground.

The blood ran cold in my veins. “Looks like it found it.”

“Can it,” Astrid asked, “track us, Lys?”

“I have no idea. Some dragons, like some humans, would be able to follow us, either by scent or our trail. Can that one? Who’s to say?” With all the effort anyone had ever exerted for anything, I picked myself up off the ground. “We need to move. And not just walk. We need to put as much distance between us and that thing as possible.”

We’d barely killed the last dragon, and it had been a younger one. We couldn’t fight another. No chance.

“Lys, can you⁠—”

“I’ll make do. Let’s go. I’ll take both claws. You take Vennicera. No. Don’t argue. Just do it. We’ll fly as far as we can. If and when we fall out of the sky, you can handle things however you want.”

She glared at me but did as I asked.

Vennicera climbed up on her back while I picked up both claws and settled them on my shoulders.

Okay. Easy. Just flying. Super simple.

I channeled, raising myself and my baggage off the ground. Oh damn. I didn’t let my instant weariness show. If I manage this, I'll sleep for a week afterwards. “Let’s go!”

The ground dropped away from my feet and I did my best to zone out and focus on my breathing. If I let myself have a single thought about how taxed I already was, this trip would be over before it started.

I settled into a zen meditation as the ground zipped by underneath my feet. I idly watched it between curving around trees and trying to push away any errant thoughts that tried to cram themselves into my brain.

An hour must have passed before the strain became unbearable. As it crept through my body, threatening to pull me apart, I flew higher, above the trees. If the dragon had followed us, we would have known by now. Because we’d be dead.

In a huge bout of luck, I noticed a small town beyond the edge of the forest. I knew in my soul that I would soon be a liability instead of any help, and I didn’t want to strand the others in the middle of the woods.

What help they might get from random people while trying to cart dragon claws around, I didn’t know. But I knew I wouldn’t be able to carry them any longer, if I could even remain conscious at all.

If there wasn’t any way to handle it and they had to leave them behind, I wouldn’t judge.

“Hey,” I said, my voice coming out as little more than a feeble croak. Oof.

“Lys?” Astrid, who’d been following closely behind, flew up beside me. “Are you okay?”

When I looked over at her, she flinched. I guess not. “Not much time. Gonna head to that town. Then… it’s up to you. Sorry.”

She smiled at me.

It lit up my soul.

“Come on.” She gave my arm a little squeeze. “Just set down here. There’s a little road over there, see? We’ll take it from there.”

I nodded, unable to say anything else.

The second my feet touched the ground, the magic inside me winked out of existence, and I heard Astrid and Vennicera both cry out as the road came quickly up to meet my face.


Chapter Sixteen




I tried to open my eyes, but failed. I simply didn’t have the energy to do so. I felt damp wood underneath my face and the smells of the forest still surrounded me. People spoke, but I couldn’t tell who.

The world lurched into motion under me.

A few minutes later, I finally deduced that we were on a cart moving through the woods. This epiphany taxed what little reserves I had, and the abyss came for me once more.

The next time I tried and failed to open my eyes, we weren’t moving anymore, and the wood of the cart had been replaced with an unpleasant, scratchy material.

I wanted nothing more than to itch my face, but my arms wouldn’t respond. Not that it came as a shock. I still couldn’t even control my eyelids. Moving an arm seemed like lifting the world itself.

Only the sounds of a soft rain trickled into my ears. Whatever voices I had heard earlier, they had either left me or just fallen silent.

The rain was nice. Its scent soothed me as I waited.

I thought I might be able to open my eyes after a few minutes, but those hopes were dashed before I succumbed once more.

Some indeterminable time later, I jolted awake as the coach we were in hit a large pothole. “Mrrphmph.” My eyes fluttered open to find Vennicera sitting across from me.

“Lys?” Astrid leaned over, took hold of my chin, and turned me to face her, concern writ plainly over her features. “Tell me you’re okay.”

“............Fuckin’.... Fuck.”

She smiled. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

I nodded, which taxed me greatly, but I didn’t slump down and pass out again. “So… ugh.” I cleared my throat for nearly a full minute before I could speak without croaking. “What? How?” I raised a hand long enough to gesture around us.

“We went into that little town,” she said quietly. “Vennicera ended up knowing some people there.”

Vennicera grinned. “In addition to our wartime contingencies, we have many back up plans and allies to rely on.” Her smile soured. “Most of those plans are useless in the face of what happened, but some at least came to fruition.” She knocked softly on the roof of the coach. “The claws are up above under a tarp. The man driving us home is someone I trust. I had to make a couple promises, but we made it out without anyone asking too many questions or seeing too much. Despite our destination, no one knows who you are. We’re apparently just fleeing to Lord Wraithswell’s estate and that’s all I said about the matter.”

“I remember laying on a hay bail.”

She grunted. “We spent an hour or so hiding inside a barn while preparations were made.”

“Any news?” I didn’t imagine I’d be getting a favorable response to this one.

“Not really,” Astrid said. “Lots of people heard the dragons roaring, but that’s about it. There’s a crapload of conjecture if you want to hear it.”

“I don’t.”

She snickered. “You sure don’t.”

I caught Vennicera’s eyes. “Toren?”

“He made it out just fine before we left.”

“It worked,” I said softly. Her healing circle worked exactly as she always hoped it would.

I saw the weight of the world settle onto her shoulders and, for a second, regretted saying anything. But while her eyes remained downcast, a tiny, rueful smile spread across her lips. “It worked. It really worked. Just like we always wanted it to.”

“It was amazing,” Astrid said.

“It really was.” Vennicera met my eyes. “Why, Lys?”

“Hmm?”

“Why would a dragon… the dragons… do this? We only wanted to help people.”

“I don’t know. And I’m getting so fucking tired of saying that.”

No one said anything more during the long ride home. At least not while I was awake. I dozed intermittently, always jolting awake at either a bump in the road or a nightmare of rending claws and snapping teeth.

Dusk had settled by the time the gem fountain in front of the manor house rolled into view. “Holy hells,” I muttered.

Astrid and Vennicera both echoed the sentiment.

Vennicera stayed behind to speak with our driver while Astrid and I plodded towards my front doors.

Eliza didn’t come running, but when I staggered into the foyer, half supported by Astrid, she stood there waiting, her face morphing into horror when she saw the state of us. “Lysander! Are you…?” She rushed over and put her hands on my chest and neck.

“I’m fine, Eliza. Just overly tired. And that’s an understatement.”

She cocked her head at me. “From what?”

Astrid and I exchanged a glance before I said, “We fought and killed a dragon.”

She snorted. “I’ll bet you did.”

“No, we really did.”

She patted my cheek. “Oh, I believe you. Why the cold hells not at this point? Sure. Fighting dragons. The Flight’s over or something? Why wouldn’t they come for you, Lys? And I don’t mean because of any real reason. Just that since this whole adventure has started, you’ve been bungling your way into one catastrophe after another. Would you like me to have Sel turn your bed down?”

I blinked at her. “No. I plan on simply falling onto it.”

“I’ll get him up there,” Astrid said.

“There’s some special cargo on the coach,” I said over my shoulder to Eliza as we ascended the stairs. She could deal with it.

When our bed came into sight, my knees buckled.

Astrid pulled a little magic through me and hoisted me up, carried me across the room, and laid me down on the soft covers.

“Thanks,” I said in a voice so small I could barely even hear it.

Sleep came quickly.

I woke up many times. Sometimes the stars were out, sometimes the sun shone. Each time, I stumbled to the bathroom, pissed, chugged some water from a glass on my nightstand that always seemed to be full, and fell right back into bed and deep sleep.

Finally, I opened my eyes and felt human again. I sat up, chugged the full glass of water on my nightstand and looked around the room. Based on the light shining in, it must have been morning.

Astrid wasn’t beside me and I couldn’t remember if she had been throughout my long sleep. I quickly showered, dressed in some comfortable clothes, and made my way downstairs.

When I sat down at the kitchen table, a roaring hunger made itself known, more enveloping than any I had ever felt before.

“Oh, my Lord!” Sel exclaimed when she came into the room and saw me sitting there. “You’re awake! Let me fetch Eliza at once!”

“Wait, wait. Hang on, Sel. Please send for whichever chef is working today. I need pancakes. A mountain of them. And sausage. And… well, I’ll wait for them.”

“At once, my Lord!”

After she ran off, I poured myself more water and put on a pot for tea.

My thirst wasn’t nearly so all-consuming, but I might very well have died without a constant supply of drinks anyway.

“Well now.” Eliza looked me up and down as she came in with one of my chefs, an older man named Eron.

I waved at him. “All the food, please. Just all of it. Mostly pancakes. But also all of it.”

“Of course, my Lord.”

Eliza sat down beside me. “Four days.”

“What?”

“You’ve been out for four days. We only knew you were still alive because you drank so much.”

“Don’t get your hopes too high about today. I’m going to eat so much food here and now that I’m probably going to have to sleep for four more days.”


Chapter Seventeen




A few days later, ones I did not sleep fully through, Astrid and I worked in her forge, delicately breaking apart the dragon claws.

I had ideas about what I wanted her to make with them.

“Jess should have some more answers any day now,” I said as we measured the claws and planned on how to crack them apart while maintaining their integrity. “And not a moment too soon. Like I said the other day, I’m just about at my wit’s end being in the dark about all this.”

“I know what you mean.” She set a steel spike against a crack we’d already made in the claw and gave it a hard whack with a heavy hammer.

A chunk split off and thunked down on the floor.

Astrid picked it up and inspected it. “Looks good. What enchantment did you want on the first one?”

“Lightning, please.” I’d asked her to make me a set of daggers from the claw, all with different effects. Regardless of what they were, the magic flowing through them would let me use my telekinesis on them much more effectively than anything else. And since she’d been making them smaller, I planned on hiding them in my clothes, allowing me to take them anywhere I couldn’t bring my sword, which I had barely ever even used.

Gods I wish I’d taken it to Vennicera’s village. “Oh. How is Vennicera? I’ve barely even seen her since we got back. Or, well, since I woke up. She didn’t seem like she wanted to talk about anything during our brief conversations, so I let things go for now.”

Astrid sat across her grinding wheel, which we’d heavily enchanted for this task. “She’s been hiding in her room pretty much all the time. Like you, I tried to talk with her, but let it go when she kept giving me one word answers. I did see her out in the gardens earlier, so she might be ready now.” She touched the shard to the spinning wheel, resulting in a shower of white hot sparks and a surge of magic.

I stood safely behind her.

The wheel sat positioned against a brick wall instead of outside. We had opened the long wall, but the thought of sending sparks out there seemed like a really bad idea.

“Holy hell!” Astrid’s muscles flexed as she held the piece down on the wheel. “This shit definitely would have started a forest fire!”

I could feel the heat, even standing a decent distance away. “Is it going to work?”

“Probably!”

She grinded that thing for the next solid hour.

I stood there, helping, providing the magic.

Finally, she stood, satisfied with the newly formed blade so far. It wasn’t anywhere near being done, but it had the right shape to be refined.

“Oof.” She set it down on the anvil once it cooled. “I need a break from that. I wonder if there’s any berry explosion ice cream left.”

“You know very well there is. Eliza wouldn’t let our supplies of that dwindle. But if you don’t mind, I’m going to go find Vennicera.”

Astrid headed back towards the manor once we emerged from the path in the woods, and I split off, heading towards the gardens.

I found Vennicera off the path, sitting underneath a large tree, dressed in flowing, comfortable clothes of dark gray. She wasn’t under the massive oak in the middle of the gardens, but a smaller one where most people wouldn’t walk by. “Hey.”

She glanced up without expression. “Hey.”

“Want some company? Or would you like to be alone?”

She shook her head and patted the grass beside her. “I think I’ve finally had enough of being alone. I’d like that company.”

I sat down and gazed out over the manicured grounds. I still wanted some of those blue-leaved trees the Duke had. “How serious of a conversation are you looking for? Because if you want me to prattle on about some obscure thing with no modern relevance, I’ll be happy to oblige.”

She laughed softly. “No, it’s okay. If you would, I’d like to talk. To say a lot of things out loud. Just to hear myself say them.”

“Of course.”

“Welp. I’ve pretty much lost everything.”

I said nothing.

“And in such a dramatic fashion, too. Just unbelievable. Years upon years of work coming to fruition. The circle worked. It worked. I, if I’m being honest here, always had my doubts. Just inklings of thoughts that never went away. Were we reaching too high? Attempting too much? We made strides with mundane magic, yes, but this?”

She wrapped her arms around her body and scowled. “And all those years, all that work? An uphill battle the entire time. What wasn’t arrayed against us? All of society, every echelon, from top to bottom. I’ve had beggars spit at me. They told me, ‘At least begging is honest.’” She scoffed hard. “And here we were, trying to carve out a place in the world, to make a home away from all the slander and hate. And we did.” Her eyes flashed. “We finally created a home for ourselves where we’d be safe. Probably. But it was leagues above anything else.

“We started to have ideas. Like the healing circle.” She groaned and folded in on herself. “Can you imagine what it would have been like? Showing up the entire fucking world!? Eat shit, you bastards! Always looking down on us! I—” She caught herself and reined in her anger. “Sorry. That was, of course, never the point.”

“Wasn’t it?” I said with a little nudge.

She sniffed. “Well, okay. It wasn’t the point, but really, can you imagine? Full blown legitimacy? After years of being labeled charlatans, here we are, developing something amazing. Something everyone can benefit from. Not just those at the top. A better life, for everyone.”

“And a ‘fuck you’ to all your critics.”

She giggled. “And that. It would have felt so good.”

“I know what you mean.”

She turned and held my eyes. “What’s it really like, being a Wraithswell?”

“Depends on how thick your skin is. My cousins, who desperately care what the peerage thinks, have distanced themselves from me. They never even visit the estate, and I don’t think they have since before mother and father passed away. Back when I spoke to them, they flinched every time someone said the family name. Personally, I’m glad they don’t come around.

“But if you’re me? Well, it has its ups and downs. Pretty much everyone looks down their noses at me, but I’m still a wealthy Viscount and there’s not a damn thing they can do about it. And since I have no real reputation per se, I can say whatever I want to whomever I please and it doesn’t matter. I don’t have to worry about making some random faux pas.”

I sighed. “But on the other hand, getting anything done that doesn’t involve my own businesses is an uphill battle, too. Oh, and every time I’m forced to attend an event, I hear constant insults around me. Some of them I’m not meant to hear, but others I definitely am. They used to gall me, but not anymore, they just roll off my back. You can only hear so much before you stop caring at all.”

“Oh, how I wish that were true for me.”

I looped my arm around her and pulled her close. “Well, if you hear anything said here, let me know, and we’ll publicly execute whoever said it.”

“That’s so sweet, my Lord,” she muttered with a heavy dose of sarcasm.

“You can just call me Lys, now.”

“I’ll work on it. It’ll take some getting used to.” She turned and nestled into my chest. “You know what hurts the most?”

“What’s that?”

“I’m a charlatan without a con, now.”

“You’re a what now?”

“I’m still a shaman, but I don’t have anything other than the name. Without my people, who are all scattered to the winds, and without my village, I have nothing. No power. No anything. Mundane magic takes… a village. It took all of us, working together. There are so many practicalities that need to be done. Planning the runes, making the ink, and a thousand other minute tasks you might not even think of. One person just can’t do it. I’m….” She sniffed hard and pressed the side of her face into me. “I’m useless. And no! Don’t tell me I’m not.”

“Vennicera….”

“Don’t, Lys. Just don’t. I can’t do anything now, and no matter what you say, it’s not going to make it untrue. A single shaman isn’t a shaman. Not really.”

I sat with her for a little while in silence, letting her emotions cool before I said the next thing I wanted to say. When I thought the time was right, I asked, “What if there was another way?”

“Another way for what?”

“To have power. Agency. You’ve never quite said so, but you have an encyclopedic knowledge of runes, don’t you?”

“I guess. What are you getting at?”

I turned her towards me and waited until she met my eyes. “Bond with me. I know mundane magic is your thing, but if you bonded with⁠—”

“What are you talking about, Lys?”

Use of my name. Excellent.

“I can’t bond with you! I’m just some nobody.”

Oh gods, not this again. It’s been hard enough convincing Astrid of her worth as a person. “That’s just not true. Just because you’re a shaman doesn’t mean anythi⁠—”

“A shaman?” She leaned back, her eyes narrowing. “I’m not Wyrmborn, Lys. I can’t be a draconic mage. And as much as I might know, I can’t meld a scale, either. Where would I even get one?”

“Wait, what?” I tilted my head at her, the gears in my mind churning along, trying to keep up. “What does being Wyrmborn have to do with it?”

She mirrored my expression. “What… doesn’t it have to do with it!?”

“Um.” I blinked. “Anything? You think Astrid could bond with me only because she’s Wyrmborn?”

“...Yes?”

I couldn’t help but laugh in her face. “Sorry. But no, her being Wyrmborn doesn’t have anything to do with anything. Well, okay, she’s innately good with fire, but that’s it. Anyone could potentially bond with me. Including you.” Thank the deaf gods this is all that turned out to be!

She sat in stunned silence, her lips parted. “Has… has that always been the case?”

“Yeah. Now and forever. I don’t know where you got the notion that you needed your own melded scale or lineage.”

“I just always thought that….”

“Nope.”

“I could…?”

“Yep.”

“And you’d be willing to…?”

“Also yes.”

Her eyes lost focus as she said, “I’d have my own power…”

“Technically, you’d be drawing it through me, but yes. You could channel and cast spells innately. And I can hardly imagine what you’d be able to do. Astrid and I rely almost solely on natural casting without runic patterns. You’d be able to pull off some seriously complex things.”

“I’d have my own power….”

I leaned in close. “Does that mean that you wa⁠—”

She gripped my shoulders. “Yes! Yes I do! Can we do it now!?”

I took her hands in mine. “It would take a little preparation. We can do it together, if you want.”

“I do! Can we start now!?”

“Yeah. Yeah, we can.”


Chapter Eighteen




Two hours later down in the secret basement, I stood and watched while Vennicera put the finishing touches on the runic circles that would create our binding.

When we began to draw them together, she watched me work for a few minutes before, very gently, asking me to let her do it.

On one hand, the process went so much faster this way, but on the other, I couldn’t help but nurse a little wounded pride at the matter. It wasn’t that she was faster, more precise, or needed to reference the written patterns not nearly as much as I did, but that she made it all look so damn easy while she did it.

She must have noticed me grimacing, because she turned with a big grin and said, “Don’t feel so put out, my Lord. I’ve spent literal years doing this. Thousands of hours of practice. There’s probably only a handful of people in the world better than I am at laying a runic circle, and they’re all very likely old scholars at the Royal Archives.”

“It’s fine,” I said, even though my tone said otherwise. “I don’t mind being shown up.”

“Oh, really?” she asked in a husky voice.

“It’s being shown up so handily at something I had taken a lot of pride in.”

She turned back to the floor and continued laying down runes at that maddening pace. “You should take pride in it, my Lord. Your circles are very good. And you can take my word on that. I’d know.”

Astrid had popped in for a few minutes, and I had offered for her to stay, but since the bonding turned out to be such an intimate moment, she excused herself, saying we shouldn’t have anyone standing there gawking at us for it.

In short order, Vennicera finished up the circles and gave me an expectant look.

“Shall we?” I asked.

She hurried over and sat in the middle of her circle. “What’s it going to feel like?”

I took my own seat. “I won’t spoil it for you. It’s an experience. And before you ask, no, it doesn’t hurt or anything like that.”

It seemed like there should be a little more ceremony for it. We were about to perform this ancient ritual for the second time in living memory, the first being when Astrid and I had done it. But there we sat, and the occasion didn’t need anything more.

I channeled into the patterns, and they lit up.

Vennicera’s eyes did so at the same time.

“You can see the magic, then?”

She nodded. “I can.”

“Later, you’ll have to tell me all about the things you’ve done before. I can’t believe I’ve never asked.”

The power grew around us, collecting into the runes before sinking into both our chests.

“Of course, my Lord,” she said absently as she watched the magic.

Like before, a sudden rush of feelings blossomed in my awareness. I felt the stone floor not only under my own legs, but under a second set as well. I made sure to keep my focus on her so that when we saw through each other’s eyes, she could fully appreciate my perspective.

That second sight came, and I saw myself as she did. “Oh… my.” I saw not only myself, but a billowing aura of magic around me that had nothing to do with the ritual. It swirled and coalesced around my chest, around the twin scales embedded there.

Finally, a surge of emotion washed through me, and along with Vennicera’s sight, her feelings towards me echoed in my mind.

Awe. Pride. Admiration.

Attraction. Lust.

Love.

My lips parted, but nothing came out.

She smiled at me, her eyes crinkling. “Lys.”

The binding formed between us, a shimmering gossamer thread that connected our bodies together.

The magic faded, along with the second set of senses.

The moment the runes’ light dimmed, Vennicera launched herself at me, bowling me over onto the floor, her arms wrapping firmly around me. “Oh, Lys.”

I laid my hands on her back and enjoyed the weight of her on me. “I take it you saw and felt everything, then?”

“I did. It was beautiful.”

“Just like you.”

“So I saw.” She leaned up on her elbows, still on top of me. “Want to hear something that’s plagued me all my life?”

“Of course.”

Her eyes dipped down and she wiggled, shaking her boobs against me. “You might have noticed that I’m incredibly hot and have an amazing rack.”

“It had not escaped my scrutiny.”

She let out a tiny groan, and her eyes lost their focus. “Attracting men is easy. Very much so. Knowing if they like me for me? Well, that’s quite another thing. I’ve had many lovers I thought loved me, only to find out they loved my body so much more than the mind in it.”

“Surely you didn’t think I was such a person.”

“No. But knowing and feeling are different things.” When I barked a laugh, she peered down at me. “Is that funny?”

“Only insofar as Astrid has said that exact sentence to me before. Almost about the same subject.”

“Ah, I see. Speaking of her, do you want to go find her and head out to her forge?”

“I’m guessing that’s what you want to do. And yes, let’s.”

We picked ourselves up off the floor and headed upstairs to find Astrid sitting at the kitchen table eating a massive bowl of berry explosion ice cream.

She paused with the spoon halfway to her mouth. “Uh. I thought that would take longer.”

I peered down at her. “Is that a mixing bowl?”

“If I said yes,” she replied slowly, “how much respect would you lose for me?”

With my hands on my hips, I sighed down at her. “None, but if you ever give me any crap about the amount of syrup I use ever again, everyone will know of this incident.”

“That’s… fair.” She took a huge bite, and through it, said, “Are you here for me?”

“Vennicera,” I said while glancing over at her, “desperately wants to go try out her new magic. We thought you’d want to come.”

Vennicera barely contained her excitement at the prospect, dancing back and forth on her feet before catching herself and schooling her expression to neutrality.

Astrid’s eyes flicked back and forth. “Okay. But I’m bringing the ice cream.”


Chapter Nineteen




By the time we’d walked out to the forge, Astrid had powered down all the ice cream. She sat the empty bowl on a workbench inside and wavered on her feet. “Ooo.”

“Maybe too much?” I asked in a flat tone.

“Hey,” she said breathily. “Shut up.”

Vennicera snorted and turned away before laughing loudly. “Sorry!” she called over her shoulder as she walked out towards the pond.

I clapped a hand on Astrid’s shoulder. “You gonna be okay?”

“Yeah, just… gimme a minute, huh?”

“You got it.” I left her there and joined Vennicera at the pond’s edge. “You have something in mind you want to try?”

She took in a long, deep breath. “I don’t know. There’s so many options. Picking one seems like excluding the others.”

“It doesn’t really matter, you know. Anything’s fine. You can feel the magic, then?”

“Yeah. Just around the corner. Well!” She clapped her hands. “You’re right! I’ll just pick one.”

She raised her hands high, which she didn’t need to actually do but everyone seemed to want to. Above her outstretched fingers, three circles of runes appeared in the air, glowing in a bright white light, all anchored together with complex sigils.

It was hardly the most advanced spell I’d ever seen, but it took more runes than even the one I had memorized for our assault on the Empress, and that had taxed what I could hold in my thoughts at once.

Power surged through me, her, and into the runes.

They pulsed, and the sound of clanging bells started to reverberate into the air. A few at first, but it ramped up to a cacophony that felt like a hundred grand bells all ringing at once.

When the spell ran its course and finally died down, Vennicera laughed loudly and did a little twirl on her feet. “I did it! Oh holy hells! I did it! I cast a spell!”

“You did!” I picked her up and gave her a squeeze before sitting her back down. “Now what in the world was the spell, anyway?”

She beamed. “A warning spell we devised a long time ago. It would be drawn out and left to collect power, held in place by an anchoring circle that prevented it from activating until certain conditions were met. Namely someone bumbling into somewhere they shouldn’t be. Or, you know, more to the point, an invading force approaching the village.”

“Is that what that was?” Astrid wandered over. “There I stood, thinking I was having ice cream-induced hallucinations or something.”

“You know,” I said, turning to Vennicera, “the version you cast right now was the exact same as you’d draw it out in practice, right?”

“Yes, why?”

“I’m making some assumptions here, but if it needs that many runes to be cast in a mundane fashion, it probably needs way less if you’re the one powering it.”

“Oh.” Her eyes glazed over. “That’s… a good point. Hmm.” She turned back towards the pond. “What if…. Hmm. And then… I wouldn’t need? Um.” She raised her hands again and summoned a single circle which held less than a third of the runes from her first iteration. The bells started again, and we stood there listening to them run their course.

When they’d finished, I stared at her. “Did you just… do that… in your head? Straight after being introduced to the concept!?”

She blushed. “I did.”

“Holy hells,” Astrid and I said in unison.

For the next hour, we sat and watched Vennicera cast her version of many spells, before altering them into much more compact circles. Each time, she did it all in her head, and the most challenging one only took five minutes and a few runes drawn in the dirt.

She conjured the usual things, ice and fire, although nothing near what Astrid could do. But beyond that, she cast spells that let us breathe underwater, amplified our hearing, and let us see the currents of magic running through the world.

That last one took our breaths away.

I had long been able to see magic being used, but this turned out to be a layer far deeper. It flowed through the ground, plants, and sky, never ceasing.

“It’s always around us,” she said in a faraway voice. “But humans can’t naturally touch it. Not much, anyway. Only the tiniest amount.”

“Not so tiny,” I said, “when you get a few thousand people and steal all their power with soulbindings.”

“Still.” She held out her hand and let it hang in a thick current of magic. To our augmented eyes, it looked like a ghostly, iridescent stream that ebbed and flowed like water. “It’s so little. Do you both want to know a secret?”

“Yeah,” Astrid said.

“Of course we do.”

Vennicera deflated. “I’ve always been so jealous of the dragons. They’re born with the power to channel. And here we all are, getting by on either scraps or their magnanimity.” She slowly raised into the air, wobbling before she managed to right herself. “This is truly amazing, Lys. I’ll never be able to thank you for trusting me so much.” She turned to the pond. “But even this is the dragon’s power. Stolen, as it were. Not that I’m judging.”

“Your eyes,” I said.

She turned back towards us. “Hmm?”

“You weren’t born like that, were you?”

She wobbled a little more before coming back down to the ground. “You two are going to have to teach me how to fly. You make it look so easy!” She sat down beside us and held my gaze. One purple eye. One bright orange. “And to answer your question, no. I was born with two purple eyes.”

“When I saw through your eyes during the bonding, a huge swirl of magic enveloped my body, centered around the melded scales on my chest.”

“You look like that right now, Lys,” Astrid said. The second sight Vennicera had cast on us lingered.

“Surely,” I said, “you couldn’t always see that.”

Vennicera nodded. “Of course I could. But you might be surprised to hear that the rest of the peerage looks the same. Their soulbindings even anchor in their chests, so the effect is indistinguishable. And it turns out,” she said with a giggle, “that relative power doesn’t make it look much different. Even the Empress looks more or less the same. It just… flows harder when you pull in more power.”

“Interesting. How long will this spell last on us?”

“A few hours.”

“Does yours ever wear off?”

She shook her head slowly. “No. My eye is permanently altered. You cannot imagine how frustrated I got while trying to plan out the runes that did this to me. Even then, it took the better part of five months for the pattern to power itself. And before you ask, no. No one else underwent the process. It was… very painful. For a while.”

Vennicera tried a few more spells, but she tired quickly, and we retired to the manor for the evening.


Chapter Twenty




For the next few days, Vennicera would sneak off and practice her new magic. I could feel a small but almost constant pull of power as she worked through her new abilities.

Astrid and I worked the dragon claws we’d managed to bring back from our last adventure. They turned out to be much harder to use than expected. Even the first blade that had seemed to be coming along well broke under the strain of hammering and magic. But after a couple failures and some lost material, she finally managed to produce a heavily enchanted dagger for me.

I held it in my hands as we stood in her forge.

She sat in a chair nearby, panting and covered in sweat from the exertion of the final touches.

Instead of a finished handle, she’d forged the tang into a smaller, smooth section.

I wasn’t planning on using it manually.

It raised into the air as I channeled. “Okay, let me try something.” I tossed it out the open window and heard it land in the grass outside. Without looking at it, I held out my hand and, feeling just the energy inherent in it, whipped it back into my palm.

I’d readied myself for some healing if I screwed it up and skewered myself, but it landed perfectly. “Oh damn,” I muttered. “That’s so much easier than trying to use mundane objects.” With a little flourish, I made the dagger whip around in the air and glide up underneath my shirt to press against my skin.

I didn’t cut myself that time either.

I took a deep breath and moved around, seeing how comfortable it would be. Its small size let it contour to me easily, not inhibiting me at all. With another gesture, it whipped right out and into the center of a large hunk of wood sitting on a workbench, sinking in deep. Channeling just a bit more, a bolt of lightning arced from my fingertips and into the blade, reinforced by its inset runes. “I cannot tell you how pleased I am, Astrid. This is everything I hoped for.”

“I’m glad.” Her eyes were narrowed with fatigue, but she favored me with a big smile. “Now, how many more did you want?”

“Six or seven, all with different runic abilities.”

She groaned theatrically and leaned her head down on the workbench. “That one was hard enough. At least we still have a lot of claw.”

Despite the many failures, we’d only carved off ten percent or so of the two massive claws that sat laid out underneath the benches.

“Knock knock.”

We turned to see Eliza standing in the doorway.

“Eliza,” I said. “What are you doing out here?”

She scowled. “Traipsing through the forest on a too-narrow path, that’s what. Because I didn’t think you’d want me to send anyone else out here.”

“That… would be correct.”

“Mhmm. Well, there’s news. Jess has received communications from her team or the ‘boys’ or whoever. She’s been compiling reports all morning, and I think she has something she’d like to present to you. I didn’t think you’d appreciate waiting to hear this.”

“Jess couldn’t come herself?”

She scowled again. “Said she wanted to look over things one more time. I don’t think she knew I’d be coming out here myself.” Her expression softened. “But, truth be told, I wanted to see this place again. I see you’ve moved in nicely, Astrid.”

Since day one, Astrid had been working on little projects all the time. To keep her skills sharp, she said. The forge walls were practically dripping with little metal art pieces she’d made. I gushed over the very first one, but she cut me off quickly.

She still had trouble accepting compliments.

“Uh, thanks,” she said to Eliza with colored cheeks.

I glanced out the window towards Vennicera, sitting by the edge of the pond. “I should bring her in for this, even though she’ll probably balk at the idea.”

“Oh, I’d love a break,” she said a minute later, proving me wrong. “Did you know that casting magic can be really taxing?”

“Yes. Yes I did,” I said in an even tone.

“Well,” she giggled, “you never told me that.”

“Now you know.”

Eliza led us to a second floor meeting room that, very importantly, had doors that closed.

Jess sat at the end of a long conference table, a mass of papers spread out before her. When we all came in, she brightened. “My Lord! Astrid! And….”

“This is Vennicera.” I gave her a very shortened accounting of who she was. “She’s to be included in everything from now on.”

Jess didn’t even blink. “As you say, my Lord. Now! I have some news!”

We all took seats around the table. “Good news I’m assuming, by your tone.”

“Well.” She shrugged. “Some good, some bad. But the important thing is that I believe this plan to be very doable, especially if you can pull off some illusions along the way.”

“Now that won’t be a problem.”

For the next three hours, Jess detailed all the information that the boys had gathered and that she had obtained by calling in a few favors.

Eliza brought in dinner during the course of it.

As Jess spoke, I became more and more convinced that we could pull this off. She had actually obtained a copy of the floor plans of the Military Quarter of the Royal Archives, an achievement that she seemed very proud of.

“I had to call in three separate favors and engage in a little blackmail for this, but it was all worth it. Not only are these up to date, but as far as I know, they contain some areas that aren’t on all copies.”

“Wow.” I peered over them. “Did anyone have to die for these?”

“No, but it took a lot of coin, some seduction, and when all else failed, a little breaking and entering as a distraction. Don’t worry, no one got caught. And none of this happened at the archives itself.”

“No? Wouldn’t that be exactly where things like this are stored?” Astrid asked.

She bobbed her head from side to side. “Meh. I’m sure copies are archived there. But this came from Goldhaven’s municipal complex instead, where it’s meant to be referenced in case any building codes need to be issued.”

I’m glad I’m not the one that got sent on this particular mission. Scouting this all out seems dull as hells. “Good work. Now, about possible entries.”

While my attention stayed mostly on Jess, I looked to the others to see how they were taking all this news.

Vennicera seemed as rapt as me, but Astrid’s eyes grew a little more solemn as we went on.

Finally, after the sun had started to set, I felt like we had a solid plan in place. After so much talking, I dismissed everyone. We could rehash anything later, and even I wanted nothing more than to stretch my legs and get in the hot tub.

“Lys.”

Jess had left, but Astrid held me and Vennicera back.

“Everything okay?”

“Can we sit back down for a minute?”

Deaf gods please no. “Yeah, sure. What is it?”

As soon as we sat, Astrid pinned us both down with a stare. “I shouldn’t go on this mission.”

My jaw slowly dropped. “I’m sorry… what?”

“I shouldn’t go on this mission. Vennicera should.”

Vennicera peeped.

“Astrid….”

“Look, Lys. I know we planned on doing this with you and me. But it’s not the optimum choice. And pulling this off successfully is really important. So much so that I’m willing to stay here, or maybe just travel to the capital with you but stay behind when you actually go in.”

Vennicera leaned forward onto the table. “Astrid….”

She held up a hand, cutting her off too. “Nope. Look, here’s the deal. I’m Sca—Wyrmborn.”

“I can⁠—”

“No, Lys. You can cover my horns and scales with an illusion, I know. But it’s one more layer. I can still bump my horns on things, or if anyone touches my arms, even though that’s unlikely, they’ll know. And it’ll be really weird and suspicious.

“And this is a mission about remaining unseen. About blending in. You know, with social graces. Have I struck you as someone with a lot of social graces?”

“You’re perfectly⁠—”

“Fine. Yes. I am. I’m fine. You know who’s good at dealing with people?” She looked pointedly at Vennicera. “Who successfully infiltrated the Shadowed Bell under an assumed name during the Empress’s visit? Who blended in perfectly? Who has a lot of… assets…” her eyes flicked down to Vennicera’s cleavage, “and knows how to use them?”

“But—”

“Even if you illusioned me up some way bigger boobs, which I’m not recommending, I wouldn’t know how to use them. And she does.”

Vennicera uncharacteristically blushed. “Perhaps,” she answered in a small voice.

Astrid clapped her hands together. “This is important stuff we’re doing, Lys. We should make choices that give us the best chance of success. As much as I want to be right by your side for this entire adventure, it isn’t the best choice this time. I would have done it, without question. But Vennicera’s here, she’s on the team, and she’s the better choice.”

I caught Vennicera’s eyes.

Her lips parted. Her gaze flicked back and forth between us. After a sharp inhale, she said, “She’s right. I am better suited for this.”

“Astrid, I….” I don’t want this to be true.

“It’s okay.” She smiled. “Really. It’s just one mission. I will be going to Fort Starscry with you. And I’ll even go to Goldhaven with you. So I can sit in the hotel room and worry really hard the entire time you’re away.” She shrugged. “But I’d be doing it for the entire trip if I didn’t go.”

I took a deep breath and let out a long, very slow exhale before peering over at Vennicera.

She nodded. “I’ll do it.”

The next few days were consumed with planning the mission. Jess sent out communications constantly as we discussed and chose what options we thought best. Since Vennicera would join me, we prioritized interaction with men over women. Not that there weren’t women she could easily flirt with, but men would be much more likely to succumb to it.

Personally, when I wasn’t worrying about what could go wrong, my mind wandered off to daydreaming about her flirting her way past the staff and guards while I followed along, knowing full well whose bed she’d be in at the end of the day.

In the end, the plan seemed very tight, with little that could go wrong. I knew, however, that letting myself truly believe that would invite nothing but devastation on all our heads. We discussed contingencies until the word lost all meaning.

Late one morning, the five of us stood in front of a waiting coach. This time, I’d be traveling as the Viscount, as it opened many doors that would be difficult otherwise.

Astrid and Vennicera had already boarded the massive coach and Jess had said her goodbyes and returned to the manor.

“And here you go again,” Eliza said softly to me.

“This time should be a little⁠—”

“Oh, please don’t say it, Lys. Every time you’ve left since we began all this, you’ve come home more disheveled than the last. Could you at least try not to fight any damnable dragons this time? Cold hells, that was a doozy. I’m not even sure how you’d top it, but I don’t want to say that out of fear of the universe sending something truly horrific your way. And you look after both of them, this time, hmm? And let them look after you.”

I took her hands in mine. “I will, Eliza, I promise.” I gave her a tight hug before turning towards the coach.

“Lys?”

“Hmm?”

“Did you eat all my berry explosion ice cream?”

I couldn’t help my eyes flicking towards the coach. “...No.”

She scoffed. “I’ll order twice the usual amount for your return.”

“That would… maybe… be for the best.”

She cackled and turned towards the manor.

I climbed into the coach. Since we were traveling a long distance in style, I’d arranged for one of the fanciest transports available. Even as a peer, I had hardly ever used this sort of thing.

The inside sported two large, curving seats on the front and back, around a lavish table with inlaid designs. All around the edges and even in the floors, hidden cabinets stored anything we would want along the way, including food, booze, and bedding. The seats could fold down and provide ample space for sleeping. Or whatever.

The rear seat had a foldaway partition that led to a separate room in the back that contained a tiny but private bathroom.

The whole thing sat on large wheels and extended far off the ground, so much so that a small staircase, much longer than the usual two steps, led up inside it. Other conveyances might very well have to make way for us, especially on smaller roads.

Astrid and Vennicera both marveled at it as I stepped inside. “I would bet quite a bit that you two have never even seen anything like this.” I glanced at Vennicera. “Unless you saw the Empress coming into Ravensholm.”

She shook her head. “I did not. And you’re right. I thought I had seen lavish before. But not like this.”

I turned. “Astrid?”

“This is ridiculous, Lys.”

“I know.” Astrid and Vennicera had chosen opposite sides to sit on, and I climbed over to take a seat by Astrid. “Even peers don’t use these often. I’m pleased we had the opportunity to do so. It’s been a while since I’ve hired one. We’ll be making this trip in the utmost comfort.”

When we got going and the estate fell away, a surge of excitement ran through my veins. Finally, we’re moving again.

Astrid and I had both chosen rather modest traveling clothes. Even though I went as myself, I didn’t need to be covered in finery. I only wore a modest number of begemmed rings.

Vennicera, on the other hand, had dressed as she had the morning she visited the estate, with thigh high boots and a bodice that pushed her chest up to great effect.

My and Astrid’s eyes were pulled to it constantly, which she very much knew and enjoyed.

“You know,” I said, “we’re not even going to get to Goldhaven today, let alone infiltrate the Archives. You didn’t need to dress for maximum seduction.”

Her eyes flared as she licked her lips. “Oh, didn’t I?”


Chapter Twenty-One




Vennicera slid down in the padded seat and raised her arms up over her head. “I’ve long heard tell that the finer coaches, which must include this one, are very sturdily built. So well, in fact, that they muffle almost all noise from within.” Her grin turned feral. “And, judging by how much we can hear from the outside… not much at all… I’d say those rumors are true. I wonder….” She bit her lip. “If you screamed as loud as you could in here, how much would the driver hear, hmm?”

The coach suddenly became rather hot. I turned to Astrid to see her cheeks turning their usual crimson to match her scales.

Vennicera giggled. “It’s not very often I have two such desirable playmates. And what a long, boring trip we find ourselves on. If only there was something we could do to pass the time.” Her eyes locked onto Astrid’s. “Why don’t you come join me on this side, darling? We can give Lord Wraithswell a little show, hmm? Doesn’t that sound… appealing?”

Astrid had fully locked up, her cheeks so red and her eyes so wide I thought she might pass out.

“What do you say, my Lord?” Vennicera’s voice oozed desire. “Shall we perform for you?”

“Well… you are right. It’s going to be a long trip. I wouldn’t say no to some… entertainment.”

Vennicera, still locking eyes with Astrid, patted the seat beside her. “Come sit by me, lovely. If you want to. Do you….” She pulled her shirt down, revealing just a little more skin on her chest. “...want to?”

Astrid turned to me, and with the widest eyes she’d ever made, she tilted her head.

I nodded.

She nodded back, the barest gesture, before slowly getting up and stepping over to Vennicera’s side. With every muscle in her body locked up tight, she sat.

“Ohh,” Vennicera purred. “Wound so tight. Have you ever,” she trailed the back of her fingers down Astrid’s bright red cheek, “been with a woman before?”

“...Not like you,” she answered in a small voice.

Vennicera’s eyes flashed as she gave Astrid a low and husky laugh. She leaned in close, parting her lips, almost pressing them against Astrid’s, but she only hovered there, teasing her, pulling subtly out of reach when Astrid inched forward to meet her.

Vennicera slipped her hand around Astrid’s neck and, with a satisfied exhale, ran her tongue up the length of one of her horns.

Astrid’s eyes fluttered and rolled up in the back of her head, a long and unashamed moan passing her lips.

It got cut short as Vennicera pushed her tongue viciously into her mouth. As she did so, she caught Astrid’s hand and placed it on her chest, directing her to give it a squeeze.

Astrid’s breath came hot and fast, tiny whimpers passing through their lips.

I crossed my legs and leaned back, enjoying the feel of the blood thrumming in my veins. I’d had women put on shows for me before, but it had never been as tantalizing as this. Watching Astrid, one of the most beautiful women I’d ever known, be so thoroughly seduced by Vennicera made my blood boil.

The power disparity made it so much fun as well. Astrid clearly had little experience relative to the two of us, while Vennicera practically oozed sexuality at every turn. Watching them dominate and be dominated added a thrilling twist to it all.

Vennicera kept her hand on the back of Astrid’s neck, pulling her tight and pressing her tongue into her mouth.

Astrid squirmed and whimpered as her legs twisted, dragging her boots across the coach’s floor.

Vennicera pulled away long enough to say, “Take it out.”

“Wha…?”

She nodded down at her breast, which Astrid’s hand still cupped. “Take it out.” She pressed their lips together once more.

Astrid fumbled with both hands, melting into Vennicera’s kisses, before finally managing to free her huge breast. Once out, she squeezed and cupped it tightly, running her hand across her skin and pinching and rolling her nipple.

Vennicera pulled away once more and breathily said, “Suck it.” Without waiting for a reply, she directed Astrid’s head down to her chest and watched with lidded eyes as Astrid took her nipple between her lips. A devilish smile spread across Vennicera’s face and she met my eyes to give me a wink.

Astrid started to pull away, but Vennicera held her in place. “No. Stay there.” She gazed down and watched as Astrid flicked her tongue over her skin, sliding over her nipple before taking it between her lips again. “Yes. Just like that.” She reached down while enjoying her ministrations and began to unbutton Astrid’s shirt.

Astrid let out a long, soft moan as Vennicera opened her shirt and pulled it down over her scaled shoulders.

Vennicera slipped down off the seat and onto her knees in front of Astrid. “Your turn, lovely.” She pulled Astrid’s shirt down her arms and off while she leaned in and, while holding her eyes, licked Astrid’s breast and over her very stiff nipple.

Her eyes fluttered again.

When Vennicera started undoing her pants, her head lolled back while her hips subtly bucked.

I watched, rapt, the entire world having dwindled down into nothing but the inside of this coach.

Vennicera kissed her way down Astrid’s muscled stomach, pushing her ass out and wiggling it for me as she did.

Unable to help myself, I reached out and gave her inner thigh a squeeze from behind.

“Oh, yes,” she breathed.

I moved up, rubbing the heat between her legs as she very slowly pulled Astrid’s pants down over her hips.

“Holy…,” Astrid moaned.

I gave Vennicera’s ass one hard slap before I resumed my seat.

She slid Astrid’s boots and pants off and threw them to the side of the coach. The same devilish smile graced her lips as she liberated her other breast, letting them both hang free in all their glory. “Spread your legs for me, gorgeous.”

Astrid complied, her eyes locked on Vennicera’s as she lowered down, painfully slowly, to slide her tongue over Astrid’s wet and waiting lips.

“Fuu….” Her entire body convulsed. Her hands gripped the fabric of the seat tightly and her eyes lost all focus.

Vennicera’s tongue trailed lazy circles around Astrid’s lips before darting in between them, eliciting more moans and tremors.

I still watched, painfully hard, as Vennicera pushed her slowly higher.

The rolling hills outside sped by as time stretched out, the sound of Astrid’s moans and whimpers steadily increasing. She bucked harder against Vennicera’s tongue, while one hand held her own nipple. The other twined through Vennicera’s shock white hair. “Ohhhhh… ohhhh….” Her back arched slowly higher as her jaw dropped.

Vennicera suddenly pulled away.

Astrid blinked back to reality. “Wha… what… what are…?”

“She’s ready for you, my Lord.” That devilish grin widened.

With a matching smile, I got up from my seat.

“Here, let me help you.”

Together, we undid all my various buttons and I slipped out of all my clothes, setting them to the side of my seat. I knelt down between Astrid’s legs, bent forward, and gave her a long, deep kiss.

When I pulled away, her eyes met mine. “Give it to me, Lys. Oh gods, give it to me hard. I need it.”

“I would like nothing more.” With one hand on her leg, I guided my hard cock to her soaking wet lips. When I pressed inside and started to stretch her, she threw her head back and yelled, “Holy fuck!”

While I slid inside her, wondering if she’d last even that long, Vennicera slid her hands across my chest and back, turning me towards her. Our lips met as I sank all the way into Astrid, the pent up desire exploding through my body as I did so.

Astrid moaned loudly and unabashedly, and Vennicera broke away to lean in and take her nipple in her mouth. I took the other in my hand.

Astrid’s eyes went wide and unfocused. Her entire body began to tremble and shiver. Vennicera sucked her nipple and rubbed her clit while I pounded into her, just as she’d requested.

When she came, she came hard. Her body convulsed, her toes curled, and she threw her head back and screamed at the top of her lungs, a piercing wail that seemed like it would never end.

Vennicera and I kept working her over, and shortly after she finally paused to take a breath, she mumbled out, “Don’t stop, I’m gonna…!”

Right on the heels of her first orgasm, another sent her body quivering again, and instead of a scream, her jaw dropped and her eyes fluttered into the back of her head.

She felt amazing, wrapped so tightly around my cock, and the sight of her in bliss with Vennicera pressed against her nearly sent me hurtling over the edge before I managed to slow down enough to hold it together.

Finally, with unfocused eyes, she feebly pressed against me and Vennicera.

We backed away and I slid out to watch her curl into herself, her legs still shaking uncontrollably. A moment later, she whispered, “F…uuuck.”

After Vennicera gave her ass another squeeze, she turned to me, and without preamble, she bent over and wrapped her lips around my cock, her hands immediately gliding up and down my shaft.

I leaned my head back and let out a satisfied sigh. My fingers curled in her white hair as I gazed down into her eyes.

Her tongue, lips, and hands felt as good or better than anyone else I’d ever been with, and I had to focus not to shoot everything down her throat then and there. “You’re wearing far too many clothes, you know. How gauche, when the two of us have had the common courtesy to take our own off.”

She raised up, her hands still around me. “How frightful indeed. Shame consumes me,” she muttered in a low voice, her lidded eyes still locked on mine.

“Mhmm.” I began to undo her bodice. “I’m certain it does.” Her bodice and shirt fell away, and she took a seat on my side of the coach so I could pry off her boots and tight pants, which turned into a fun little game. “How’d you even get into these?”

She giggled. “It’s a struggle. But worth it for the effects.”

Once I finally freed her from her garments, I ran my hands up and down her soft skin.

“How do you want me, my Lord?”

“Ride me.”

“Anything you desire.”

I sat on the bench and leaned back, gently guiding her as she stepped over me. Before we started, I peeked around her and asked Astrid, “You okay over there?”

She gave me a shaky thumbs up and mumbled something I couldn’t quite make out.

“She’s fine,” I said to Vennicera.

Vennicera leaned in close, pressing her boobs against my face as she lifted my cock to her waiting lips. She exhaled and let her head drop as she parted for me, sinking her body down close to mine.

I pulled her in tight, wanting as much of her skin on me as I could get.

She worked her hips, sliding up and down my shaft with a slowness that drove me wild.

With my face buried between her boobs, I slid against her soft skin, planting a thousand little kisses between gently passing over her hard nipples.

She moaned softly, deep in her throat as she kept her pace steady.

I lost myself in her, in the smooth feel of her skin, the low moans that didn’t so much pass her lips as vibrate her chest.

How long we stayed that way, slowly making love, I didn’t know, but when Astrid slid into the seat beside me, I jumped, not having heard her moving at all. Before I could say a word, she pulled me from Vennicera’s chest and pressed her lips to mine.

With one hand on each of their hips, I kissed her back fiercely.

For a while, we stayed that way.

But when Vennicera slowly started to speed up, Astrid took notice and pulled away from me. She slapped Vennicera’s ass hard, eliciting a high-pitched giggle.

We both took one of her nipples, and Astrid’s hand snaked down to rub her clit.

Vennicera spread her legs wide and ground into me, laughing loudly before her body started to shake. She leaned forward onto us as she came, her legs shaking and her moan echoing around the coach.

We held her as tight as she held us, riding out her bucking, trembling body and listening to her moans dotted with laughter.

Finally, she sagged against us and took one last, deep, shuddering breath. “Your turn, my Lord.”

Not needing any more urging, I picked her up, and still inside her, spun her around so she sat on the bench. I pulled Astrid in and kissed her as I thrust into Vennicera for the very brief time I needed before I hurtled over the edge.

I pulled out of her and erupted, sending streams over both of their bodies and faces.

When I finally finished, I sat down hard on the floor and watched the two of them kiss each other, covered as they were.

It would have started an immediate round two if we weren’t all so spent.

When they finally parted, Vennicera laid a hand on her chest. “It’s funny,” she said. “When I came… I felt… something more this time. I thought it just excitement at being with the two of you, but it’s still there, even now. It feels like… magic?”

“Ah,” I said as I leaned against the far seat. “Now that you mention it, I’m a little surprised it wasn’t… more explosive. I’d forgotten about the whole thing.”

“What?”

I explained about my and Astrid’s first time together and the resulting surge of power we’d experienced. “Perhaps it’s because she and I were bonded for so long before we slept together, or because it was my first time with a bonded partner after becoming a draconic mage. I don’t know. But I’m a little glad you didn’t experience anything quite the same. We might have blown the coach apart.”


Chapter Twenty-Two




While we had had our bouts of fun, the trip mostly turned out to be long and boring. The only interesting thing, aside from the intimacy, turned out to be one of my grimoires that Vennicera had brought along with her with my permission.

One of the more esoteric ones, it contained a few high-level spells that were still above my current abilities. Not the pure power of my magic, but my ability to hold all the runes in my mind at once.

Also, I couldn’t be sure what any of them did precisely, since the tome had been written in a rather archaic language that I had more than enough trouble translating. It had been sitting in my to-do pile for a long time, pretty far down the list. Ever since I melded with my prismatic scale and kicked off this adventure, I had forgotten about it completely.

When Vennicera found it, she assured me she could parse out the effects based on the runes themselves.

She’d been curled up with it for a large portion of the trip, making small notes in a notebook she’d brought for this exact purpose.

Goldhaven had just appeared over the horizon as the sun touched lowered down to it when she peered up from it. “Hey, I think I've got something here.”

I jerked awake, balancing on the precipice of sleep as I was. “Oh, uh, what?”

Astrid leaned over and examined the pages of notes arrayed out on the seat between them. “Ugh. This makes sense to you?”

Vennicera’s eyes drooped with fatigue. “I’m going to say yes, but only after a lot of guesses and referencing other spells in the book, not to mention comparing them to a lot of the weirder spells I already know. But!” She slammed the grimoire shut. “I think I can say with reasonable surety that this is a compendium of spells that let dragonscale mages fight like dragons.”

“And what exactly,” I asked, “does that mean?”

“Well, this one,” she opened the tome to the first bookmarked page, “creates a replica of a dragon’s claw.” She made a claw with her fingers to illustrate.

I stared blankly back at her. “It what now? Makes your hand into a claw? That’s a little underwhelming.”

“No, no. It summons a big spectral claw. Like, really big if I’m reading these runes right. And it smashes down with magical force.”

“Oh. Hmm.” I imagined using it in a fight, thinking it would be pretty damn surprising. “That’s better.”

“And this one!” She flipped to another page. “It summons a whole dragon’s head and bites at your opponent!”

“Seems kinda redundant with the first spell.” When she tilted her head at me, I gave her a big grin. “Kidding. I can see how they’d be situational. What else?”

“Well, there’s dragon wings, too.”

“But we can already fly,” Astrid said.

“Mhmm. I get the impression that that’s actually required to make use of the spell. It must make you super fast or… something. I don’t know! I haven’t tried it!”

“I look forward to doing so,” I said. “And good work, I’m impressed. What else have you parsed out, anything?”

“Not really. You can summon a big tail, too, for sweeping attacks. These are all the ‘lesser’ spells in here. There’s some doozies in the back.” She opened the tome, showing us said doozies.

“Oh, right,” I muttered. “I vaguely remember those from when I bought the grimoire. I’m pretty sure I dismissed them out of hand and never thought about them again. Way too complicated.”

Even Vennicera shook her head at them. “They really are. But they’re something to piece together later, when I have a lot of time to kill.” She turned out the window and regarded Goldhaven drawing ever closer. “Which isn’t today. Not that I’m sad about it. I need to get the hells out of this coach.”

The sun had set, only a dim glow on the horizon when we pulled to a stop outside our hotel, The High Lotus.

We’d whizzed past the outer gates, our coach itself proof enough of our status, and the city streets flew by as the late hour had largely emptied them.

Astrid had gazed out the window, decidedly unimpressed at the grandeur of the city.

Vennicera stared out with a huge smile.

When my boots hit the pavement outside, I stretched as hard as I could, an involuntary sigh passing my lips as my muscles screamed in relief. I turned to see the others doing much the same.

“Lord Wraithswell! Most honored guests!” A young, blond, incredibly attractive woman dressed in a perfectly tailored suit strode out from the front doors, flanked by no less than six valets. They all bowed low as she said, “My name is Sara, and I am honored to be the concierge of the High Lotus.” When she raised up, she took one look at Vennicera, blinked, her eyes dipping down just briefly, before looking at Astrid, blinking twice, her eyes flicking up to her horns just briefly. She recovered quickly and smiled brightly. “We’ve been expecting and looking forward to your visit with us! May we take your bags to your penthouse suite?”

“That would be lovely, yes.”

On our way through the foyer and lobby, I couldn’t help but notice heads turning as we went. All of them directed at Astrid.

The expressions on people’s faces varied, but most started with disgust or outrage, followed shortly by surprise after they noticed she was obviously with me. And my membership in the peerage could be heavily assumed at this point, even though I hadn’t fully dressed the part today.

I tried to catch her eye, only to find hers glued to the ground, a studiously neutral look on her face.

When the elevator doors closed around the three of us and Sara, I noticed a weight lift off her shoulders.

The penthouse doors featured golden inlay and opened into a massive front room with a ceiling high above dotted with skylights. Multiple couches and divans and solid wood furniture filled the space. Many doors led into other rooms and hallways. I could have brought an entire entourage and housed them comfortably here.

Which was the point.

Not that anyone balked at just the three of us staying here. The peerage, myself very much included, were known for any number of odd proclivities.

Sara said all the normal things people said to the peerage, which I politely listened to and assured her I would let her know if I needed the slightest service.

She bowed at us all in turn, Astrid included.

I turned to her when the doors closed behind Sara, but she shook her head. “It’s okay, Lys. I noticed that you noticed. It’s sweet. But you don’t have to worry about me. It… bothers me a little less than it used to.”

“Really?”

“Yeah.” Her cheeks colored and she turned away, towards the floor to ceiling windows that looked out onto the balcony. “Maybe you’ve, uh, given me a little more confidence. And,” she turned back, “it does help that I’m with you and your status kinda shields me anyway. I’m not out there thinking someone’s actually going to say anything to my face.”

That evening, we had dinner brought to the room, after which we all retired to bed. The massive master bed had more than enough room for the three of us, but Vennicera excused herself to one of the other rooms.

“She’d be welcome here,” Astrid said to me in the darkness.

I could almost hear the color on her cheeks. “I know. I think she knows, too. But maybe she still needs some time before she’s comfortable with that.”

We didn’t have the energy to start anything that night and sleep quickly came for us.


Chapter Twenty-Three




In the morning, after the sun had risen, Vennicera and I stood in the front room, dressed in simple yet well tailored and stylish clothes. She wasn’t wearing her bodice, but the buttons on her dark blue shirt strained to keep her chest contained.

“You might put an eye out if one of those pops.”

She jiggled at me. “That’s the point, Lys. A straining button draws the eye a little more than normal. And before you say it, I know they already draw the eye. But we’re going for maximum effect today.”

“I’d say you achieved it,” Astrid said, walking into the room still in her nightclothes. She looked us both up and down. “Be careful, huh? And how long do you think this is going to take?”

I shrugged. “I hesitate to answer that, because it’s all a guess, and if it takes a lot longer than I tell you it will, you’re going to drown in worry.”

“Oh,” she grimaced, “I’ll be doing that anyway. But I see your point.”

“It’ll be fine.” I went over and gave her a big hug. “We’ll be back before you know it. And order whatever you want up to the room and just put it on the bill.”

“Hmph. You think they have berry explosion ice cream?”

“Astrid, this is the High Lotus. If they don’t, they’ll make it fresh because the penthouse asked.”

“Oh.” She blinked. “Take your time then.”

Downstairs and out on the street, I became invisible as everyone stared at Vennicera, even the women. She put on such a show that it didn’t just draw eyes because of the allure, but simply because of the spectacle.

She clearly loved every second of it, as a permanent smile blossomed on her lips.

I said nothing.

The Royal Archives were in the next district over, a few blocks away from the palace itself. My mind wandered to the Empress, wondering if she was in residence at the moment. Her, her jailer-guards, and her crystal statue.

The building that housed the archives spanned quite a few city blocks. So many that the roads continued under and through the lower level, otherwise it would have blocked travel for a lot of people.

We went in the main entrance, a grand affair with too much gilding, even by my standards. At least every surface wasn’t covered with gems. My professional curiosity would have had me stopping constantly to appraise and pass judgement on them.

The foyer towered five stories tall, had multiple walkways over the higher levels, and I could see a hundred doors and elevators just from where I stood.

Under my arm, I held an attache case with a large stack of forged documents. Well, some were forged. Others were legitimate but obtained under favor or duress.

The most difficult part of our entire plan revolved around getting the right keys and badges. Jess, even with all the favors and coin in the world, couldn’t manage to requisition any of them as they were highly regulated.

In my case, I had a few blank badges that would feel like the real thing if handled, and I would be illusioning them into the correct ones at a couple of checkpoints.

As for any keys… well, we had some options to try.

I stepped up to the long, front desk at the back of the room and flashed a winning smile at the woman sitting behind it.

Had it been a man, I would have left it to Vennicera.

I explained who we ostensibly were — scholars from the southern provinces — and who we were there to meet with; a hand-picked man whom Jess assured me wasn’t as good at his job as his counterparts.

We were directed to some benches and told to wait.

“It feels nice to be doing,” Vennicera said to me once we sat. “How do you think Astrid feels right now?”

“Oh, I imagine she’s already clawing her hair out. This is the first time she’s had to sit anything out.”

“Hmm. We should get her something nice on the way back.”

“That’s a really good idea.”

We didn’t have to wait long at all before a page came out and beckoned us to follow him. He led us through a labyrinth of hallways, each one of which muffled the noise a little bit more, and when we finally arrived at our destination, I swore I could hear my heart beating over the perfect silence.

He showed us to a room like many others beside it filled with shelves and stacks of paper. They all contained a desk, a few chairs, and a door at the back. In ours sat a middle-aged, tired-looking man with royal livery and a balding head. “Greetings,” he said, the word clipping at the end when he looked up at Vennicera.

She flashed him a dazzling smile he didn’t see as we sat. She arched her back very slightly, and I only really noticed the change because I looked for it. Her buttons strained just a little more. “Hello! You’re archivist Ton, right? My name is Venn and this is Leo, from the university of—” She went on with her spiel, detailing our backstory and reason for wanting access to the Archives. She spoke brightly and without hesitation, the lies flowing smoothly from her lips, all exactly as we had discussed.

Very little of it registered in Ton’s head by the look of it, but to his credit, he did valiantly try to look her in the eyes. He failed spectacularly, but still.

When she finished, he blinked. “Right… yes….”

I could see Vennicera’s words catching up to him as he paused.

“Access to the Upper Wards.” He shuffled some papers around on his desk, and to my elation, I noticed his badge of office sitting among them. Plan A had been to pass our fake badge off as one step too low for what we wanted, and talk or seduce our way into gaining access. Jess had obtained reasonably detailed drawings of such a badge, although unable to get one itself. Anything higher had been out of her reach, even an image. The Royal Archives took their security very seriously, it seemed.

Plan B, the much better plan, was to find an Archival badge and just whip up an illusion in the moment from it. If I left out personal signifiers, it should mark us as high enough status.

I pulled the blank badge from my case as I channeled the magic to form the illusion.

“I’ll need to see your identification,” Ton said, still fighting with where to look. He actually met my eyes for a brief second. As he did so, he brushed a few papers aside. They slid over and covered the Archival badge from view.

Shit. I nudged Vennicera’s foot with mine, keeping my eyes straight ahead.

She coughed, and I could see the noticeable jiggle as she did so.

As did Ton.

“Sor—” She brought her hand to her mouth and coughed a few more times, producing a few more jiggles. “I’m sorry. Could I…?” A few more coughs and a pained smile. “If it’s not too much trouble, could….”

“Some water? Yes, of course.” Ton turned and rose, heading into the door behind him, which led into a perpendicular hall.

I hurriedly uncovered the badge, held it up to my own, and copied the complex patterns and colors, leaving out the additional gilding on top that would be specific to Ton. Just as I finished the spell, I heard footsteps coming back from the hall. I didn’t have time to replace it, so I slipped it under my leg on the chair.

Ton handed over the water in a small cup, which Vennicera thanked him for and drank down quietly.

“Okay. So, your identification?”

I handed him the illusioned badge, which he painstakingly examined.

Huh. He seems better at his job than reported.

Finally, he nodded, setting it down beside him. “And your papers?”

I supplied the documents that Jess’s people had created. They matched a few false identities that we had made up in the meantime. Not the first time for any of that, really.

Ton examined them just as closely, even getting out a little magnifying glass at one point. Right up until then, I had been sure of their air of legitimacy, but my blood ran a little cold for a moment before he nodded. From a drawer, he pulled out a large set of stamps and stamped our papers in no less than five places with three different stamps. “There. You should be… um.”

“Is there a problem?”

He glanced around his desk. “No. Just misplaced my badge. The back of it has the final stamp.”

Very slowly, Vennicera extended her hand towards me where Ton wouldn’t be able to see from behind his desk.

Just as carefully, I slipped his badge out from under my leg and passed it over to her.

While holding a tiny, polite smile and not looking down for a second, she slid the badge down her pant leg and onto the floor, the small noise of it landing covered with another cough. She nudged it under the edge of the desk while she moved around some papers in a show of helping Ton search.

He became increasingly alarmed as time went on, and I worried that this would turn into a thing. I didn’t want to be searched if it came to that.

But what could we do? We sat back and let him keep searching, unable to prophetically suggest where he might look.

Eventually, he found it by his feet. “Rotten hells,” he muttered. “It’s always something like this.” He glanced up, gave us a tight smile, and said, “Sorry.”

With one last stamp, he handed our papers back to us. Since his composure had cracked, he had a much harder time not staring at Vennicera’s boobs. “Give these to the elevator staff. They’ll take you where you need to go.”


Chapter Twenty-Four




“Well,” I said as the elevator doors closed behind us, “that went much worse and much better than expected.”

Vennicera sniffed and shook her head. “It’s always like that.”

“What is?”

“Infiltration.”

“Is it, now?” I gave her an appraising look. “And just how often have you snuck your way into places you weren’t allowed?”

“Anywhere at all? So many times. Someplace like this? Pretty much never.”

“Pretty much.”

“Well,” she closed her eyes and smiled. “I did infiltrate a hotel where the Empress herself was staying and managed to get into the very room with her.”

“Really now?” We started walking down the hall, which branched off in many directions. We’d ascended high into the building. As we passed a few intersections, we could see daylight shining through tall windows at the ends of other halls.

“Mhmm. Just took some sweet talking, some bending over forwards, and knowing the right words to say. Oh, and a long history of being another person on paper. That helped, too.”

“Impressive.” I referenced our papers, choosing which hallways to head down based on a strange system of directions. “You know, I managed the same thing once.”

“You don’t say?”

“Mhmm. I didn’t say much or show off to anyone, but I did pull off a royal spell and kill a few high level guards. And I might have had help, as well.”

“Still impressive!” she cooed.

We’d come this high up in the building for one purpose. To obtain a key.

The Military wing of the Archives couldn’t be accessed by having the right papers or badges. Anyone given authority to be there would have their own magicked key.

Jess hadn’t even come close to being able to get one of those.

The only option remaining was to steal one from the stores here. We’d planned on accessing the room with a unique locking spell that Jess had managed to acquire. Either Vennicera or I would be able to cast such a thing. And then it was back down through the building, avoiding any prying eyes, and slipping into the Military wing. We’d planned to take the service elevators, which weren’t always manned. After we got in, I’d simply make us invisible.

I’d so wanted to do that for the entire trip, but the elevators and many of the locked doors needed keys, including the one we’d taken up this far.

We, or really Astrid, could have melted or burned her way straight through, but that would have failed the “no traces” aspect of the mission.

Vennicera and I turned the last corner, and I very nearly ground to a halt before stumbling back into my stride.

Vennicera noticed my hesitation and peered down the hall. “Ah. Shit.”

At the end, in front of the door we wanted, stood two armed and armored guards wearing royal tabards over simple leather armor.

“I suppose this is a high priority place we’re headed to,” I said softly.

“Let’s, um, head into a room close by and we’ll figure out what to do.”

“Right.”

The room we wanted, a repository for additional keys and sensitive materials, lay at the end of a T-intersection. We strode right past the guards, who eyed us but didn’t otherwise move, and we chose a room two doors down. Inside, as expected, it contained rows upon rows of shelves and cabinets. I caught the titles of a few tomes, which turned out to be the driest things I had ever seen.

Vennicera did the same. “Postal codes for Redrock district, Years 824 through 825.” The file was massive.

I shook my head. “The Empire’s nothing if not meticulous, I guess. Anyway, we need to get in that room without those two knowing we did so.” I rifled through my case, eventually pulling out the floorplans of this floor. One of the biggest reasons I didn’t want to get searched earlier.

We spread it out over a table.

“One way in,” Vennicera breathed.

“And one way out. I’m not surprised. I am surprised it’s guarded. I can’t imagine anyone has ever broken into it.”

She snickered. “World’s most boring guard duty. And let me tell you, guard duty is boring enough already.”

I eyed her up and down. “You’re trying to tell me that you, with that figure, posed as a guard.”

“Posed as one? Oh hells no. I had my share of guard duty back home.”

“Ah. That makes a lot more sense.” I sighed down at the floorplans. “So.”

For a few minutes, we discussed various things; somehow tunneling through the walls while leaving no trace, silently; creating a loud, massive diversion; Vennicera somehow seducing the men long enough for me to sneak in.

Instantly teleporting into the room.

“Wow, that one would be nice,” I said when she recommended it.

“Wouldn’t it though? Although, if you could do that, this would all be moot and we could head straight for Fort Starscry.”

After a few more minutes of fruitless discussion, a shrewd look slowly grew on her face.

“What?”

She met my eyes, the sly smile still in place. “What if… they opened the door for us?”

I stared levelly back at her. “Are you just going to ask them nicely? Even for you, I don’t think it’s going to work.”

She scoffed at me and crossed her arms under her boobs, lifting them up a little. “It might.”

“It won’t.”

She snickered and let them drop. “But no! I had another idea, I’ll have you know, Lys. Do you remember my alarm bells spell?”

“Of course.”

“I could whittle it down to one, make it just loud enough to hear through a wall, and cast it inside the locked room.”

“You’re going to… cast a spell in an area… that you can’t see? That’s going to be pretty damn hard.”

“I should be able to do it. The spell has an inset anchor in it anyway, so it should only take a few alterations to figure it all out.”

I pulled out a chair and sat down at the table. “And then I just walk in while cloaked?”

“Exactly!”

“Okay. Sounds great. I probably won’t be able to get what I need while they’re still in there investigating, though. How do I get out? I don’t want to rely on the same trick twice in a row.”

Her face fell and her shoulders slumped. “Oh. Well shit.”

“Tell you what, you start on your spell, and I’ll think of something.”

“Right.” She sat across the table from me and began writing out a moderately complex spell. From memory.

Gods that’s amazing.

I tore my attention away from her work and leaned back, thinking of every plan I could. They all turned out to be really stupid.

But what if….

The moment I locked in on one of the most stupid plans, I couldn’t let it go. Is it too stupid, or just the right amount? “Vennicera?”

She didn’t look up. “Hmm?”

“What if… and I’m going to say something dumb, so brace yourself. But what if I just… opened the door behind the guards. You could distract them. In a very mundane and suitable way, and I… walk out. Invisibly, of course.”

“And leave the door open?”

“Yeah. Just a little. They’d think they hadn’t closed it properly. Maybe. Hopefully.” Once the words had left my mouth, I nearly cringed. What a stupid ass plan.

“You know….” She shrugged a shoulder. “That might actually work, as long as the door doesn’t creak.”

“Here.” I stood and went to the door in our current room. “Let’s see.” I slowly turned the knob and opened it. It did so with barely a sound. “Good enough?”

She nodded. “Should be.”

“You okay to distract the guards?”

She pressed her lips into a thin line and crossed her arms again. “Lys. Are you seriously asking me that? Me? You want to know if I can distract some men?”

I leveled a finger at her. “Subtly!”

She snorted and waved a hand. “Yes, Lys. I can be subtle. Should I just give you some time and then… go?”

“I shouldn’t need more than a few minutes. Wait for ten or so, and when you’re ready, pull in some magic. I’ll feel it and know it’s time.”

“Oh. That’s… a really good idea.”

A few more minutes passed while she fine tuned her spell. When she finished, she had a very small set of interlocking runes around a single anchoring sigil. With a satisfied smile, she pushed the paper over to me.

“I’m still kind of blown away that you can do this.”

“It’s practice, I assure you.”


Chapter Twenty-Five




Making myself passingly invisible was easy. Making myself completely disappear without any shimmering or wavy distortions still took some work. The magic flowed over my body, bending the light in a complex pattern. Holding it just so was like tensing a muscle.

Well, I won’t have to do it for more than a moment at a time. “Alright. Good to go?”

Vennicera nodded. “Let’s get this over with.”

“You’re not nervous, are you?”

She grumbled at me. “Let’s get this over with, Lys.”

I smirked back at her before wrapping the magic around myself once more. As quietly as I could, I opened the door, slipped out, and shut it again. Down the hall, the two guards looked like they hadn’t moved a muscle.

I stood close to the wall, since having daylight from the end of the hall might make me a little easier to see.

For a second, I wondered if Vennicera’s new spell turned out to be a dud, but just as I thought about going back in to check, I heard the barest sound emanating from the storeroom.

One of the men slowly turned, scanning up and down the hall. “Hey?”

“Hmm?” His partner said in a bored tone. “Need to piss?”

“No. You hear that?”

“No.”

The first one paused. “No seriously. I’m hearing something.”

With a huge huff, the partner turned and listened. “Oh. Okay. I guess I hear it. It’s probably just the building settling or the pipes.”

“The pipes?”

“Yeah.”

“You ever heard the pipes make these noises before?”

“No.”

Guard One threw up his hands. “Are you not the least bit concerned?”

“No.”

“You don’t think we should even check?”

With another massive huff, Guard Two waved a hand towards the door. “Are you telling me you want to go check? Because if you do, just do it, man. You don’t need my permission. I’m not your boss.”

Oh my deaf gods, you two.

Guard One leaned back, offended. “I just want you to take your job seriously, okay?”

Two threw his head back and laughed derisively. “Seriously? This job? You want me to take this seriously? How long have you worked here, anyway? Has anything ever happened? Because it sure as hells hasn’t on my watch. This is one of the top floors in the Royal Archives. Do you know how hard it would be to break in here? And do you also understand that no one would ever want to? There’s nothing here anyone wants. Papers and folders and nothing else. So just check your noise out, man. It’s nothing.”

“Unbelievable,” One muttered.

Two turned back and stood at attention while One cast the unlocking spell.

To my great delight, the door swung in on well-oiled hinges. I had convinced myself that I would just go on with the plan anyway if it didn’t.

Guard One slowly stepped inside, his eyes darting all over the place as he went.

Then Guard Two, with a huge eye roll, stepped over in front of the door in what must have been protocol.

Ugh. Great.

I shimmied past him so very slowly. As I did, I felt my sleeve brush against him.

Shit!

“What….” He turned, his mouth open, clearly ready to reprimand One again.

My blood thrummed as I quickly and carefully stepped into the room, trying my best not to make any noise.

“What?” One asked.

“Did you just touch me?”

The room looked much like the one we’d been in, all files and shelves. One wasn’t anywhere close to the door.

“No?”

“Huh.” Two shook his head. “Look at that. You’ve got me jumping at shadows now.”

“Yeah, well, maybe you’ll start paying attention,” One muttered under his breath.

Two either didn’t hear him or pretended not to. My money was on the first one.

Guard One did a circuit of the room, during which time I slowly circled some shelves, staying on the opposite side.

It wasn’t a big room, but I still had enough space to be safe. Vennicera’s spell echoed the whole time, the barest imitation of a bell, pitched so low that it blended into a somewhat even tone. Before the man had finished looking around, it ended.

He grunted and set his hands on his hips. “Whatever.”

When he left the room, Guard Two turned around. “It was nothing, wasn’t it?”

“I didn’t find anything, and the noise stopped, okay?”

“Yeah, okay,” Two replied, his words dripping with amusement.

The second the door closed, I let the spell drop. “Damn.” If I’d needed to hold it for much longer, it would have been a problem. Not wanting to waste any time, I quickly found the shelves that held what I wanted. They were sealed with the same locking enchantment, which I dispelled.

The key to the Military Quarter’s elevator came in the form of a heavy metal disc inscribed with many overlapping runes. I slipped it into my pocket and crept back towards the door.

Then, for about ten minutes or more, I waited. Gave myself too much time for this, but oh well. Better than the other way around. Finally, I felt Vennicera pull a little magic through me.

As slowly as I could, I turned the handle. When I pulled, however, the door didn’t budge.

Terror ran through me for a hot second before I realized the locking enchantment would have slipped back into place. I cast the spell once again, and thankfully, the door opened quietly inward.

When I saw the scene before me, I very nearly laughed out loud.

Vennicera was down on her hands and knees, a little ways down the straight hallway, picking up a bunch of papers that had apparently spilled out of my attache case when she must have "dropped" it. She faced away, her round ass on display.

The two men stared straight ahead. I couldn’t be sure they were actually ogling her, but I would have been.

I slipped out and closed the door almost all the way. I thought about latching it, but the click when it closed would be hard to avoid. With as much alacrity as I could, I hurried between the men and down towards the other room we’d used.

Unfortunately, in my haste, I let the spell blur, and Guard One must have seen a shimmer in the air.

“Hey! The hell is that?” He stepped forward and reached out, nearly blundering right into me.

“What the hells!” Vennicera yelled from down the hallway.

We all froze.

“Are you two leering at my ass!?”

They both started stammering.

“Oh my absent gods, you were! Fucking gross!” She made a huge show of messily gathering the papers back up before taking it all in her arms and rushing away.

The men tried to apologize, but she was away and gone before they could take more than a few steps towards her.

During it all, I ducked back into the other room. I waited for a minute and came out to see Two gesturing wildly at the door while berating One. “You didn’t even close it properly!? You can’t close a damn door!?”

I could see red in both their faces, likely embarrassed to have been caught staring.

“Oh, now you care about doing the job right? You can take that self-righteous bullshit and shove it back up your ass, you old bastard!”

“Don’t you speak to me like that, you worthless rookie! Jumping at shadows and fucking up everything you touch!”

The argument went south from there, and they both started yelling about getting the other one fired. I didn’t think they even really noticed me as I walked by.

Not exactly the smooth situation we wanted, but at least they were only angry at each other.

I found Vennicera around two corners, tidying up the papers and sliding them back into the case. “Hey!”

“Hey. That was some quick thinking. That guy nearly walked right into me.”

She brought her hand to her mouth and snickered. “They’re a pair, huh?”

“I’m just going to imagine this blow up was a long time in the making.”


Chapter Twenty-Six




Back on the much busier main floor, we mingled with the people walking down the long hallways to who knew where. We’d studied the map beforehand, so for this part, we knew where to go.

Because we strode along with intent and didn’t make eye contact, no one even looked at us twice.

The people fell away as we got close to the back of the building and into the maintenance halls. Still, our determination saw us past anyone else without incident.

We called the service elevator. Inside, I pressed the key into a slot designed for its shape, and without any other prompting, the elevator started to descend.

Most of the Military Quarter lay underground, and we went down an impressive number of floors, passing through many other layers. As it did, I wrapped us both up in a reasonable cloak of invisibility.

Finally, the doors opened into a long, well lit room.

Huh. I imagined something a little more brutalist.

“What’s this?” a voice called out.

Shit. I nudged Vennicera out the door, and we made it into the room just before three people, two men and a woman, came close and peered inside.

“No one’s… in it?”

Vennicera’s hand found mine, and we took off, leaving that situation to handle itself.

These halls were very reminiscent of the ones upstairs, just without the windows. They were nicely designed with decorative tile, but nothing hung on the walls or broke up the monotony.

This floor had a more utilitarian floorplan and proved much easier to navigate. Except for all the people. We spent most of our time scooting to the edge of the hall to let someone or a group pass by. While we had some near misses and a few times where I had to bolster the effects of my spell, we made it through without incident.

The place we wanted looked like all the rest. One indistinguishable door amidst a sea of copies. Since it had the same inset panel for the key, we waited until the hall had emptied before we used it.

We slipped inside to complete darkness. I closed the door and let the spell drop.

Vennicera let out a long sigh into the gloom. “I’ll be honest, Lys. I didn’t like that part.”

“I thought you were the expert at infiltration.”

“Yeah, the ‘hiding in plain sight’ kind where people see me and ignore me. Or just leer and don’t think too much. I’m not used to blundering around not touching people who can’t see to avoid me.”

I conjured a small ball of light and held it above my hand. “Well, we’re nearly done. Just do what we came to do, run that gauntlet once more, and we’ll be out of here.”

This room contained nothing but shelves of large books with tiny printing on them.

“Lys. I suppose I never really thought about it, but how exactly is this going to help? Having our names in a book in this abandoned basement?”

“Okay, so, we’ll put in a request to visit Fort Starscry through the official channels. We’ll be doing so under assumed names, of course, but the process has to be done normally. When the Archives receive the request, they’ll check it against the names in this book. I’m sure it looks like no one ever comes in here, but I’ll bet it happens from time to time.”

“Unlike upstairs for their archived postal codes.”

“Heh, yeah. So our request will be checked here, and when it comes up as legit, both us and the Fort will be sent proper documentation of our arrival. It wouldn’t be enough for us to have the right papers. We could just forge those. We and they need to have the right papers, and they need to arrive at the fort through official channels.”

“I see. And this is all to…?”

“Follow up on some cryptic shit the Empress said to me as she was in the process of throwing me and Astrid across the entirety of Ravensholm.”

“And you don’t really know if anything is under this fort.”

“No.”

She shrugged. “Well, let’s get moving, then.”

Finding the book took longer than expected. Things were well ordered, but in a seemingly bizarre fashion that took some time to begin to understand. I took a moment to be impressed that Jess’s team managed to find us the correct room in the first place. If they hadn’t, this entire endeavor might have been functionally impossible. I’ll just bet this is where the blackmail came in.

Finally, we found the right book. It stood as tall as my forearm and hand and weighed quite a bit. I hefted it over to a table in the middle of the room, and we unlatched it and opened it up.

It contained lists for an insane amount of things. Many forts, installations, research centers, and outposts. All of which had multiple lists for multiple reasons.

Luckily, it did have a table of contents in the front. We flipped it to Starscry’s section and found the list we wanted. Inspectors.

I leaned over the book and nearly set the pen to the page when Vennicera lightly took my hand.

“Lys?”

“Uh, yeah?”

“Do you have any experience with this?”

I blinked at her. “With… writing? Yes. I’ve done it before.”

“I…. No. With forgery.” She tapped the page. “Look. These names are all written by the same person. See the handwriting?”

“Oh. Yeah, I guess so.”

She grumbled and held out her hand. “Get me some scrap paper, if we can find any.”

“Sure.” I searched around and found some odds and ends.

Vennicera sat down at the table and, while I watched, copied a few different names already written in the book. As the minutes passed, her writing slowly morphed into a very reasonable facsimile of the handwriting present in the book.

“Done some forgery, too, huh?”

“Perhaps.”

“Any other skills you haven’t told me about?”

“Oh, well,” she smiled, “you already know about the important ones.”

I slipped my hand slowly down her neck and into her shirt, giving her boob a squeeze. “Wanna have some fun while we’re here?”

She looked up sharply. “Are you… serious?”

“Well…. Hmm. No, I suppose not. But….” I arched an eyebrow at her. “You were considering it, weren’t you?”

“I mean….” She shook her head. “I probably would have said no.”

I slipped my hand down her back and into her tight pants to give her ass a squeeze next. “Sure?”

She bit her lip before very purposefully turning back towards the page. “It’s not often that I’m the one receiving the teasing.”

“You love it.”

Her cheeks colored.

“Yeah. See?”

She laughed huskily. “Oh, Lys.”

“Anyway,” I pulled my hand from her pants and gave her ass a little slap. “You were busy doing some spycraft or something?”

“Something like that.” She bent down over the book again and in slow, painstaking detail, wrote our assumed names into the list, just under the real ones, in a very passable resemblance to the others, which I now knew to look for.

Once again, I found myself wondering if the absent gods were really so absent after all. Vennicera coming with me is almost too serendipitous to believe. Astrid and I would have likely bumbled our way through this, but holy hells, Vennicera was a much better choice.

Sorry, Astrid.

Even if you said so yourself.

We closed up the book and set it back on the shelf, right where we’d taken it from, lining it up perfectly with all the others in the row.

“And that’s it,” I said. “All we have to do is leave.” I started to head towards the door, but Vennicera caught my hand as she stood.

She crept in close and pressed her lips to mine with a soft little sigh.

I let her melt into me and slid my hands around her back and let the light of my spell fade. We stood there in the perfect dark, kissing gently for some time.

When she pulled away, she whispered, “You know, I’ve never stayed in a penthouse suite before. It’s even more lavish than I thought it would be. Once we’re out of here and the stress of all this fades away, we should stay a few extra days and make use of it, hmm?”

“Oh, I think that could definitely be arranged.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven




We managed to crack the door and peek out, waiting until the hallway was clear once more before we slipped out of the room and locked it behind us.

The trip out proved to be just as slow, irritating, and horrifying as the one on the way in. We held hands as we went along. I could sense her through the magic, but I felt better with her hand in mine. We pressed ourselves against the edges of the hall many times to avoid people walking briskly by. Just once, I thought that, even with her back against the wall, a soldier would graze Vennicera’s boobs. Thankfully, he passed by without incident.

I heard Vennicera’s exhale mirror my own.

With every step we took, my elation grew. I had managed my stress pretty well through the entire endeavour, but I still desperately wanted it to be over and done with. We’d be sitting in the penthouse, regaling Astrid with the story, each with a well deserved drink in our hands.

The smile that had grown on my lips at the thought faltered as we turned the last corner into a soul-crushing turn of events.

All the elevators in the room stood open, each one with a team of soldiers and maintenance staff in and around them. All completely locked down.

We stood, unable to comprehend the scene.

At the last moment, I yanked Vennicera out of the way of someone who nearly blundered into her back.

She stayed silent for it.

As we took a few tentative steps towards the scene, I listened to the discussions from the teams of people.

My heart sank as I realized that our own entrance had been the cause of this.

An elevator appearing with no one inside it wasn’t some random occurrence to be scoffed at. Oh no. It seemed the event was a serious matter involving a serious response.

As we stood there, two people, a man and woman who looked to be clerks, came up to one of the elevators, only to be rebuffed by a tall and very stern soldier dressed in imperial colors. “Elevators are down for the time being. Please come back later.”

“Later? What? All of them are down?”

“Yes. Apologies. Come back later.”

They both bristled. “But we have to leave! We have things to do elsewhere!”

The soldier shrugged, barely looking their way. “Apologies. No one leaves until we’re done here.”

They wanted to say more. That much was obvious in their postures. But instead, they turned on their heels and stalked away, loudly complaining.

Vennicera’s hand tightened in mine.

I glanced around and picked a random hall with few people in it. I gingerly tried a few doors until I found an unlocked one.

We slipped inside and I let the illusion spell fall away, letting out a long exhale in relief as I did so. “Well.” Luckily, we’d ended up in a janitorial closet filled with supplies but no people.

“Is that… the only way out!?” Even though she pitched her voice quietly, the desperation still came through.

“By the sounds of that conversation we were standing there for, I’d say yes.”

“Surely there’s some emergency exit.”

“If there is, how much do you want to bet that it’s, at the very least, warded and will sound an alarm if we try using it.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes.

“And here’s another fun fact! I’m getting pretty tired of holding the invisibility spell. I’m not sure how much longer I can do it, especially if I have to use the stronger version that doesn’t leave any shimmers.”

Her eyes darted this way and that, apparently trying to think of a way out of this.

Which was for the best. My own thoughts were tumbling uselessly against the inside of my skull. Except for one possible thing. “We’re going to need to get some disguises.”

She slowly nodded. “Right. Something that’ll cover our faces, too. I’ll just bet that most people know each other down here. It won’t do to just walk around as strangers.”

I leaned against a shelving unit full of toilet paper. “Have we seen anyone like that?”

Vennicera’s lips parted, and she paused before she said, “No.”

“Yeah, I didn’t think so.” Okay, then. No convenient disguises, then.

“Can we… cause a distraction?”

“Well. For one thing, this mission was supposed to be ‘no traces,’ and for another, what would we do once we created said distraction? Elbow our way through the soldiers and maintenance staff around the elevators, jump up to the top latch, and climb our way out?”

She jumped up to sit on a workbench. “That doesn’t seem like a good plan.”

“I didn’t think so, either. We could… wait it out.”

She met my eyes. “You don’t know how long they’re going to take, do you?”

“No.”

“By the sound of it, they were planning on being very thorough and don’t care one bit who they inconvenience.”

“Also correct.”

She let out a long breath. “I don’t wanna starve down here, Lys.”

“Know any teleportation spells?”

She shook her head. “I don’t think those are real.”

“That’s a shame.”

She giggled. “Isn’t it, though?”

We sat there for some time, and while I didn’t know what thoughts were churning in Vennicera’s head, I knew what was happening in my own.

Not a damn thing.

But then, somehow, inspiration struck out of nowhere. “So,” I said into the silence. “Here’s the deal. They’re investigating the elevators to figure out what’s wrong with them, right?”

“Yeah.”

“And there’s nothing wrong with them. We used a normal key. So… there’s nothing there for them to find.”

“Are you,” she narrowed her eyes at me, “going somewhere with this, Lys?”

“They’ll probably run whatever tests they have three or more times at least, trying to find a problem that isn’t there. Who knows how long that’ll take? But what if we gave them a problem to find?”

“Oh. I like that. Do you know⁠—”

“If you’re about to ask me if I know anything about elevator mechanics, I do not. Not the slightest thing. I’m a peer. But if I gave them something, anything, they might piece together a malfunction.”

Her eyes narrowed again. “That’s kind of a leap of faith, Lys.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

“...No.”

“Great. I’ll be right back.”

“Wait! You’re going without m⁠—”


Chapter Twenty-Eight




Vennicera grabbed my arm before I opened the door. “Wait!” she hissed. “You’re leaving me here!?”

“I’m running up on my limit. I’m going to have to channel the perfect invisibility for this; I’ll be walking right by a lot of people. I can only cloak myself.”

She let me go and eyed me warily. “Well, I like this plan even less now.”

“Honestly? I’m not exactly over the moon about it, but it’s the one I thought of, the one I think I can do, and I’m going to get it done before I talk myself out of it.”

She pressed her lips into a thin line. She clearly wanted to talk me out of it, but wrestled herself into silence. With a sigh and a nod, she hugged me. “Okay. Be quick, and be careful!”

“I will. Look on the bright side, if I fuck it all up, we can always just fight our way out. The mission will be a big failure, but we’ll still be alive!” Before she could react to that statement, I opened the door, slipped through, and closed it swiftly, pretending not to see the icy stare she leveled at me.

I made my way quickly to the elevator lobby, which still contained at least two full maintenance crews, arrayed in, out, and by the sounds of it, on top of, the elevators themselves. With all the finesse I could muster, I magicked my one enchanted dagger out from under my shirt, where it had been pressed against my skin the entire time.

Since it had its own magic, I could easily cast a lasting enchantment on it. For the best, since my entire plan hinged on it.

One more huge bout of luck in this ill-fated fiasco.

A pile of trunks, all stuffed with tools and equipment, stood off to the side of the room. I ducked behind them, into the only relatively hidden space in sight. I cloaked my dagger and let it drift out away from my body and the invisibility around me. To my elation, the enchantment held, and I could see nothing but a few wavy lines in the air.

Okay. Here we go.

Luckily, most people were engrossed in their tasks and not moving around the room very much. I would have floated over them all, but it was one more thing to use up my reserves, so instead, I simply walked through the open area and chose the middle elevator, the one we’d come down on. No point in sabotaging a different one.

No one stood in it at present.

Even luckier!

I stepped slowly inside, saw the latch open on top, and with a bit of power, lifted myself up towards it.

My head hadn’t even cleared the ceiling before a face appeared right in front of me.

I ground to a halt, flailing and turning in midair as the technician, about a handswidth away from me, screamed into my face.

“Hey guys!”

Oh deaf gods. His breath is awful.

“GUYS!” he screamed again.

In my panic, I still managed to hold the illusion spell, the stronger version that didn’t produce any visible effects at all. I hovered in the open space of the elevator, scrambling desperately to figure out what I would do if he came down or someone else came up.

“Holy hells, Glen,” someone from outside answered. “We’re right here, for absent gods’ sake. You don’t have to yell. What do you want?”

“I need a torque capacitor!” he yelled.

I drifted off to the side and pressed myself up against the ceiling as someone from outside came in. They handed Glen a heavy tool made from curving metal and small, inset crystals. Apparently a torque capacitor. “Thanks!” he yelled right into the other guy’s face.

Oh my deaf gods.

“Oh my deaf gods,” the man below muttered as he walked out of the elevator.

Glen retreated up above, and I waited for him to begin working before I slipped up behind him and into the shaft. Reluctantly, I released the power holding me up and set gingerly down on the metal.

The capacitor made a lot of noise, muffling the soft sounds I made. It echoed around the shaft as it did whatever it did. Glen didn’t balk at it for a second, even without any ear protection.

Oh. He’s clearly halfway to being deaf.

Hmm. I still hate him.

I peered over the edge of the elevator. As I had hoped, I could see the back of the control panel, a complex mess of metal and wires. If I could cut something in there, it would give them all something to find.

But… I couldn’t disable it. And if I sabotaged something wholly unrelated….

Vennicera’s concerns rudely popped into my head, after I had so purposefully ignored them. Well, this is still the plan. I’ll just pick something that looks like it’s connected to the key system.

I let my dagger drift down the side, keeping the magic on it in case I punctured through the wall. It had gone halfway down before I knew I wasn’t going to be able to do any of this by sight.

Great.

I could feel when the dagger met resistance, so I did my best, fumbling it down and around, seeing what I could in the narrow confines. I hardly bothered making it silent, since Glen made more than enough noise to mask the tiny metal-on-metal clanks the weapon made on its way down.

Right up until he suddenly stopped.

Just as I clanged the dagger into something I couldn’t see.

Glen whipped around. “What the hells was that!?”

What!? He’s not half deaf?

He stood and clomped over the top of the elevator, as I rose up into the air a split second before he blundered right into me.

I felt the sleeve of his shirt brush my leg as I went up.

He stopped and turned.

I held my breath.

He turned back, bent over, and peered down the shaft. “GUYS!” he screamed.

“WHAT!?” Someone screamed back.

“I heard a noise!”

A minute later, a new head popped up from below. “You heard a noise?” this new man said in a frustrated tone. “Instead of making them?”

Glen didn’t respond to the barb. “Something’s off down here, Tamk.”

Tamk? That’s a stupid name. But where have I heard it before?

I didn’t have any time to ponder it, as Tamk hefted himself up through the hatch.

I hovered higher still, since with the two of them there, I couldn’t have fit comfortably. As I did so, I felt the magic in me waning. Ohhh shit. Only one idea flitted into my head. I raised up higher and higher, into the dim light of the shaft above. I grabbed onto a maintenance ladder and, with gritted teeth, let all my conjurings, except the one on the dagger, fall away.

The ladder held my weight and only barely groaned, its noise muffled by the loud conversation taking place below.

More distressing than that, though, my cloak fell away, leaving me perfectly visible, if in the shadows.

I measured each breath I took as I gazed down below.

If either of them so much as glanced up, they’d almost assuredly see me. Probably. Maybe.

Glen continued to speak far too loudly. He and Tamk discussed possibilities, all of which contained highly technical terms that went well over my head. As I watched, they called out for another tool, waited while it got delivered, and then started lowering whatever it was down towards my hidden blade.

Um. Hmm. My pulse quickened. This could either be catastrophic or something I could perfectly take advantage of.

I waited and watched them lower the device down.

Come on.

They fiddled with it for what seemed like forever. Each time one of their heads turned, my pulse spiked, thinking they’d look up at me.

Finally, they did whatever preparations they wanted and engaged the device.

I chose my moment.

I channeled forcefully, sinking the dagger into whatever mechanical components it had been aimed at.

“WHAT THE FU⁠—”

The side of the elevator exploded.


Chapter Twenty-Nine




The entire shaft shook at the force of the explosion.

My fingers slipped from the ladder.

I fell from up high, my ears ringing and my head spinning from the blast. The metal of the elevator came up to meet me so quickly that I only had time to do a single thing. Catch or cloak myself, not both.

Glen and Tamk had stumbled back and both grabbed wildly at anything they could to prevent themselves from falling into the tiny wedge between the elevator and the walls.

I cloaked myself just before my body slammed into the metal.

My arm, a few ribs, and my hip cracked.

It took all the willpower I had ever had not to cry out. I gritted my teeth and shut my eyes tight, waiting for my golden scale to kick in.

For a split second, I thought it would leave me there, broken and battered, but the magic seeped out from my chest and into my body. Unlike the last time I had to use it to heal myself, my bones were still in the right places and didn’t need to be dragged through torn flesh and put back.

Thank you absent gods.

The cracks and fractures mended themselves, and I felt every bit of it. The pain slowly subsided as the magic worked on my flesh as well, and after a few seconds that seemed like hours, I felt whole again.

Glen and Tamk cursed and swore, coughing through the smoke that drifted up from below.

I gotta go.

I lifted myself up and, heedless of the noise it made, I pulled my dagger up from below. It only clattered a little bit, sounds I didn’t think anyone would pay attention to. As soon as I slipped it back into place, I floated over to the edge of the hatch and peered down. A few people were standing outside the elevator, apparently too scared to step inside. They called out to Tamk and Glen, who yelled back that they were okay.

A little surprising, but good. Despite my frustration earlier, I didn’t really want to kill Glen.

I channeled into my perfect cloaking spell, slipped down and through the elevator, right above the heads of five people who’d gathered around. I came within a handswidth of them, but in my current state, I couldn’t even bring myself to worry about it. I just needed to stop channeling as soon as possible.

My feet touched the floor and I let my levitation fall away. Maintaining my invisibility taxed what reserves I had, especially after the healing.

I more or less ran towards the room Vennicera still hid inside. I danced around people, many of whom rushed towards the elevator lobby to see what had happened.

Finally, I made it to the door, checked to see if anyone was around, and slipped inside. The second I stepped through I let out a gasp and collapsed to my knees, the last of my magic fading.

Vennicera appeared instantly, closing and locking the door behind me. “Absent gods, Lys! Are you okay!?”

“Just overdid it. I’m okay.”

“What in the world was that!? Did something blow up!? Was that you!?” She dropped to her knees and slipped her arm around me, holding me up as I sagged down to sit on the floor.

“Yeah. Hang on.”

She somewhat patiently waited while I caught my breath. When I related the story to her, she didn’t say a single word, but her eyes got wider as the telling went on. “Holy hells,” she muttered.

“Yeah. And now, if you don’t mind. I’m going to have a little nap. Only thing to do, really, after some sabotage.” As soon as I said it, I felt my eyes closing of their own accord, and my fatigue came racing up to claim me.

The last thing I heard was Vennicera hissing my name over and over again.

Some interterminable time later, I jerked awake. I reached up to find a package of toilet paper placed neatly under my head. “Vennicera?”

She shuffled over to me. “Hey there. You kinda gave me a scare.”

“Sorry.” I relaxed back into the toilet paper.

“I’m just glad you’re okay. I’ve been listening at the door for a while now, and I think the elevators might be running again.”

I raised an eyebrow in her direction. “Not the one I was on.”

“Well, there are other ones. But I think your plan worked.”

“Well, I did create a problem for them to find.”

She giggled. “Uh, yeah. I’ll say. I’m glad you came back so quickly afterwards. I was ready to race out there heedless of the consequences. But anyway, are you okay now? You’ve been asleep for a little over an hour.”

“I should be well enough to get out of here. Shall we? Oh, but on that note, we should actually use an elevator with other people. We’ll just have to… cram in there. We’ll float up to the top, though.”

She sighed but only gave me a level look. “Whatever, Lys. As long as we get out of this hellshole.”

Since things were apparently moving again, we encountered fewer people along the way. We zipped down the hall with my lesser cloaking spell on, and in no time, we came to the elevator lobby. The middle one, as predicted, had a barrier around it and a lot of the maintenance crew huddled close.

But the other ones were working, and we only had to wait a few minutes before someone stepped into one.

We zipped in and hovered above a single woman who gave us a lot of room.

I let out a long, slow breath of pure relief as we ascended out of this nightmare. Gods. Why does everything have to go sideways? At least we got through it.

When the doors opened, I could barely contain myself from brushing the woman aside and speeding out, but I held it together. Once we were alone in a short hall, I let my spell fade once again.

Vennicera caught my eye. “We’re not going to try and return the key, are we?”

“Dear, sweet, absent, and deaf gods no. Not a chance. Not after all that. For one, I don’t think they’ll ever notice. I took it from a shelf with many. But for another, I’m not about to tempt fate again. The exit’s close by and we’re not deviating from it for anything.”

“Good.”

We walked out of the building like we were supposed to be there, and when the sun hit my face, I nearly stumbled.

Vennicera held my arm tight. “We did it.”

“Yeah. We did it. I can’t tell you how much I….” My words fell away and I slowly came to a stop when I saw something in the sky.

“How much you wha—” Vennicera froze as she followed my gaze upwards.

In the sky, very clearly, a large dragon lazily flew over the city, its bronze scales glinting in the sun. It made no effort to hide itself, but it didn’t come anywhere near landing, either. As we stood there and watched, joined by a few other random people, it made slow circles in the sky.

“Lys.”

“What?”

“There’s a dragon up there.” Her hand tightened on my arm.

“It’s not doing anything.”

“Yet.”

“Yeah. Let’s get back, huh?”

“Yeah.”

After all the excitement, walking down the street without a single spell, in plain view of a crowd of people, felt intensely wrong. I knew, at any given moment, someone would cry out and a host of soldiers or guards would descend upon us, and we’d have to fight our way free with what limited reserves of power I had left.

Of course, nothing like that happened.

We’d pulled off the mission with resounding success, even though it didn’t feel the least bit like it.

“What a shitshow,” I muttered.

“Yeah.” Vennicera snickered under her breath.

“Let me say this before we get back. I don’t want to say it in front of Astrid. I can’t overstate how valuable you coming along turned out to be. You got us out of a few jams that Astrid and I might have fumbled.”

“Oh, Lys, you⁠—”

“No, really. You saved the day a couple times in there.”

She slipped her hand in mine. “I’m glad my skills were useful.”

When the hotel came into sight, I couldn’t help but mutter a small cry of relief. “I’m going to sink into the tub and forget everything exists for a while.”

“It’s a big tub, right? Can I get in, too?”

“I’m sure we can all get in, yeah.”


Chapter Thirty




Astrid leapt off the couch when we came back into the penthouse. “Wow! You guys are back already? How did—” She stopped short when she saw our faces. Or at least the haggard expression and exhaustion on mine. “Oh no! What happened?”

I hobbled over to the couch and collapsed onto it. “Well, first thing’s first, we succeeded.”

She plopped down beside me and laid her hand on my shoulder. “You did? Really? ‘Cause you don’t look like you did. And did you see the dragon outside!?”

“We did. How long’s it been there?”

“Oh, all morning, I guess. I think it stayed above the clouds early on, but when they parted, I could hear people crying out from below as I sat out on the balcony. I’ve been watching it, but it’s been doing a whole load of nothing up there. It’s not even getting close to the city. Anyway!” She squeezed my hand and peered pointedly into my eyes. “Are you sure things went well?”

“Oh, I didn’t say they went well.” I slumped down onto the couch, resting my head against the big cushions. “Vennicera, could you get the tub going?”

“Oh hells yes I can.”

I turned back to Astrid and related the story to her. I rushed through it, as even my energy for talking was reaching an end. But I didn’t leave anything important out or spare her any of the harried details.

“Wow,” she breathed when I finished. “That’s… I mean. Hells! It’s a good thing Vennicera went with you! I’d have fucked that all up good and proper.”

“No you wouldn’t have.”

She snorted and shook her head. “Thanks for saying so, I guess, but it’s true. I’d have panicked and burnt someone to a crisp during all that.”

“That… hmm. Yeah, that would have failed the whole ‘no traces’ thing.”

“Uh huh. So, when we finally head up north to Blackfall, it’s not going to be another no traces mission, is it?”

“I don’t see why it would be, no. You can incinerate anyone you want after we get the chance to look around.”

“Whew. Good.”

After that I dozed for a few minutes before the tub filled up and, as I said would be possible, we all got in with room to spare.

Since we’d completed our goals and had nothing much to do, I extended our stay, and we enjoyed the city as much as we could. Astrid balked at being taken to fancy restaurants, but we more or less forced her to come with us. Vennicera and I both patently refused to go without her, and she didn’t want to be the reason we missed out.

People looked, of course.

The only other Wyrmborn we saw in the city were low level physical laborers, and not a single one graced the restaurants and shops we patronized.

Still, after the first few, Astrid got into a better mindset about it.

People looked, sometimes they commented under their breath, but only once did someone attempt to make a scene.

We’d just stepped into the front room of a fine dining establishment, and an older man with two young women on his arms took loud and immediate exception to Astrid’s presence. For her part, she didn’t even look up.

I opened my mouth, ready to tell him what for, but before I could, Vennicera punched him right in the throat.

He let out a strangled grunt and stumbled back.

The two women just let him fall.

Once he recovered, the bluster came right back in full force, and he loudly threatened to have Vennicera thrown in the city’s gaol, where she’d presumably rot for all eternity for assaulting someone of his status.

It turned out he was a mid-level businessman from out of town. Not anywhere close to being a peer.

The color drained from his face when I revealed I was a Viscount.

I gave him a big smile and suggested that Vennicera might not be the one rotting in a cell if he kept insulting my entourage.

When he turned tail and practically ran out of the building, leaving his girls behind, I couldn’t help but smile. I didn’t often throw my title around, but sometimes it was the height of entertainment.

After that, Astrid held her head up more often than not. I think both of us coming to her rescue in different ways made her feel a little untouchable.

Not that she couldn’t burn someone to cinders anyway, but I loved to see her looking up more. She’d made such strides since I’d met her, but the capital had seemed to bring her back down for a little while.

In between all the nonstop eating, I took them both shopping.

Astrid, as expected, tried to refuse anything. We got her to accept some new clothes and a little bit of jewelry.

I thought Vennicera would be the exact opposite, flying through the goldweight like it was going out of style. Any other woman who looked remotely like her that I had ever known would have done so. She bought expensive things, but only a few. Some dresses, two necklaces, and one ring, all of which she hand picked with care. I had no doubt she wanted to keep them all for a lifetime.

Astrid’s jewelry, two rings and a necklace, were all rose gold with small rubies that matched her scales. Even the attendants at the jeweler’s shops cooed over her, and judging by their eyes, I thought it was genuine.

They surely never had such clientele normally.

Vennicera’s dresses varied in color and style, except for the fact that they all had plunging necklines, but her jewelry all came in polished silver with purple stones that matched one of her eyes. We looked for orange stones as well, but nothing really popped.

That afternoon, we sat out on the balcony, lounging the time away. I was content to lace my fingers behind my head and let my thoughts wander wherever they would. Sometimes they stuck on productive things, but most of the time, they meandered around on all sorts of fancy and unlikely situations.

Vennicera had bought a few books as well, and she sat in the shade, already halfway through one. She tried to explain it to me, but the plot seemed so byzantine and impenetrable that I couldn’t make sense of most of what she said. It gave the real world peers a run for their money with hidden schemes and ulterior motives.

Astrid had pulled a chair up to the railing and rested her head on her arms, peering down over the streets below. When I asked, she said she liked watching people who didn’t know she was there. After which, she fell over herself to explain that it wasn’t in a creepy way. She merely liked seeing people without being an object of attention herself.

“Mhmm,” I mumbled as I leaned back and closed my eyes.

“Really! I’m serious!”

“Mhmm.”

“I… oh, dammit. You’re screwing with me.” She huffed and took her position again, lazily watching the people far below.

About an hour later, during which I dozed off and on, she jumped up and yelled, “Holy shit, you guys!”

I jerked forward, scared awake by the fear in her tone. Vennicera and I both followed her eyes upward, towards the bronze dragon.

And the black dragon.

Fighting it.


Chapter Thirty-One




For a moment, all three of us stared up at the sight. High in the sky, the dragons circled and snapped, lightning and ice flying in random directions.

“No way,” I muttered. “There’s no way.”

Astrid and Vennicera both turned to me. “Lys?”

“Dragons… don’t fight each other. Ever. It’s… just not done. They’re uniquely united as a species….” I shook my head, my eyes locked on the sight before me.

“I guess not,” Vennicera softly said.

“I… guess not,” I echoed.

“What does it mean, Lys?” Astrid asked.

“I don’t know. Nothing good. But….” I stood. “Let’s get up there?”

“What?” they barked in unison.

“Get… up there!?” Vennicera asked.

“You’re not serious!” Astrid spread her hands. “The last dragon we saw tried real damn hard to kill us! And we killed it!”

I met both their eyes. “Look, it’s become pretty likely that the dragons are somehow our enemies. But now….” I gazed up once more. “Maybe that’s not completely true.”

To emphasize my words the battle above plummeted towards the city as the bronze dragon took a hit, before it caught itself with its massive wings. From there, we could plainly hear their roaring cries. They spoke in old Draconic, a language I knew a little bit about, but I couldn’t make out a single word that they snarled at each other.

“Come on,” I said, shaking my head. “We won’t get too close. And I’ll cloak us besides. We need to know more, and this might just be some good luck falling into our laps.”

They didn’t say anything more, but I saw the hesitation in both their eyes.

“Come on.” I cloaked us all in the good-but-not-perfect spell, which would be more than good enough for this.

We ascended from the hotel and up into the sky. Vennicera flailed for a moment before I drifted over and took her hand in mine. I didn’t know if it worked the other way around, but I could feel where they both were through our connection.

“Oh, thanks,” she muttered. “I will get the hang of this sometime.”

“Don’t worry about it. We’re just going to watch and listen anyway.”

The streets below had filled with people, all standing stock still, watching the same show we were.

I couldn’t decide if they were intensely stupid for not taking cover or damned if they did anyway. Would a dragon crush an entire building if it fell on it? Probably. Unless you could find a basement like mine, a dragonfall would almost certainly kill you.

As we flew up into the sky, I tried once more to understand any of the words the two hurled at each other. But my old Draconic had always been a curiosity, never a focus. I had never truly studied it, since I had never assumed it would be of any use. Any translation I had done had been done with at least three reference tomes beside me at any moment.

Whatever they were saying, however, was vile. Based solely on their tones, I imagined them cursing each other to the lowest, coldest, darkest layer of hell.

The bronze dragon, the larger one, hurled lightning over and over, most of the blows going wild. Only a few crashed into the city, most of them arcing out into the open air.

The black dragon used a variety of spells. Sometimes it conjured fire or ice, either flinging it by itself, or sometimes coating its claws in magic before zipping in for a melee strike. To my surprise, even though it shouldn’t have been, it cast a variety of illusions as well. Two separate times, it split into three before flanking the other and closing for an attack, its double images fading away as it bit or slashed at its enemy. Other times, it conjured false fire or a blinding show of lightning that also prefaced a hidden attack. Only once did I witness it conjure a lightning ward. The other dragon’s attack pierced right through it, and when it dissipated, the black dragon didn’t attempt it again.

Despite it all, though, the bronze dragon seemed to be winning. Its size and endurance made up for its one-trick offense.

“Lys?” Astrid asked as we hovered in the air a safe distance away. What I felt was a safe distance, anyway.

“Yeah?”

“Which one’s on our side?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “It’s possible neither of them are.” I didn’t want to think that, let alone say it, but it might have been true. “I wish I knew. We’d be in there fighting if I did.”

“Not all of us,” Vennicera said.

Astrid let out a frustrated growl. “Dammit!” She drifted towards the fight. “I don’t wanna feel helpless, Lys! Can’t we⁠—”

I reached out and grabbed her arm. “No. No, we can’t. We have to stay here and watch. When it’s over… I don’t know. We’ll see.” It galled me to say it. I wanted to be in there as much as Astrid did. But we really couldn’t know which one to back. Like always, we just didn’t know enough.

I still hated it.

The fight went on for far longer than I would have guessed. Dragonhide was thick, I knew, but apparently even other dragons had trouble penetrating it.

Finally, after both were bloody and beaten, the bronze one scored a definitive blow. It swirled around the black dragon, and in a blinding flash, drove its lightning-wrapped talons into an already existing cut on its underside.

The black dragon roared in pain, its body convulsing as lightning ran through it.

The two, locked together, began to fall.

“Oh, Lys,” Astrid breathed.

We watched as the black dragon turned its gaze towards the city below, and with the last of its might, began to flap its tattered and bloody wings hard, pulling them both outside the massive city walls.

Vennicera sucked in a halting breath. “Oh… Lys….”

“Hells,” I muttered, my eyes glued to the scene. A pang of sorrow lanced my chest as I came to the same conclusion. “The black one’s the good one.”

“Lys,” Astrid said, her voice laced with emotion. “Let’s go fuck the other one up.”

“Vennicera?”

“It’s fine. G-go! I can… I can stay here. I can hover my way back down to the ground. Or hotel. Whatever. Just go!”

I cast an illusion on her, making sure she’d stay out of sight until she got somewhere safe. With a squeeze of her hand, I let go.

Astrid and I bolted through the sky.

The dragons, still together, drifted down and out into a large stretch of farmland some distance away from the city walls. The black dragon’s efforts must have saved the lives of many people. When they hit the ground, it shook under their combined weight.

Astrid and I didn’t say a word as we made a beeline towards the bronze dragon.

It shook off the effects of the landing, disentangled itself from its foe, and reared back for one final strike. It held its claws out and wrapped them in a crackling aura of lightning. Even from where we were, I swore I could feel the raw power being funneled into that strike.

I whipped my dagger out from under my shirt. Even in our casual days, I had kept it with me, wanting to get used to the feel of it by my skin, used to knowing it was there and that I could use it at any moment.

Unfortunately, my own lightning would most likely be useless against a bronze dragon.

Fortunately, my innate lightning abilities would make conjuring a ward against it that much more effective. I weaved two into being and wrapped Astrid and I up in them. They appeared as wavering distortions in the air, skipping and jerking around us erratically. They weren’t made of lightning, but instead were woven of magic in a similar form that would flow and redirect any attacks around us.

Hopefully.

Like so many things, I’d not practiced this enough before reality caught up with us.

Astrid screamed and channeled a massive stream of power through me, creating a streak of fireballs which she threw down at the bronze dragon’s face in rapid succession.

They made contact hard, buffeting its upper body and interrupting the deathblow it had tried to land. With more vile epithets — I assumed — it jerked away from the black dragon and rolled to its feet, crushing rows of standing crops and a few small buildings.

Blood flowed from the wounds that covered its body, dripping bright blue puddles on the dirt below. Though it swore violently at us, I could see the subtle sway of its movements. It didn’t have much left in it.

Astrid kept up her salvo, but instead of engaging her, it shielded itself with its wings and turned towards the other dragon, lightning arcing off its claws once more.

Our dragon laid on the ground, barely moving, blue blood flowing even more freely from its hide. It tried to scramble away, but its efforts were for naught.

Astrid did all she could. I felt the torrent of power that went into her attack.

I did what I could, creating illusion after illusion of her or her fire, which I did a passable job of, and with our combined assault, she landed many direct blows to its face and head while it tried to avoid the copies.

All for nothing. Even while its skin sizzled and its dripping blood boiled, it lurched towards the other one, seemingly intent on delivering the last strike at all costs.

And it didn’t look like we could stop it.

I tried my own lightning. I used my dagger as a focus, but it arced harmlessly over the dragon’s hide. If it did hurt it at all, it didn’t seem to matter.

“Lys!” Astrid flew by me, grabbed me bodily, and dragged me through the air. “Wrap us up in as much ice as you can but leave my hands free!”

I didn’t say a word. I simply did as she asked, enveloping us both in a thick cocoon of ice.

She barreled us both into the dragon’s open maw, right into the slew of swears and epithets still pouring out of it.

It balked as we passed its teeth.

It bit down hard, but my magic held, and it barely even cracked our shield.

Astrid roared, her hands extended upwards into the roof of the dragon’s mouth.

Ah. Just like last time.

Well, that time, I’d rammed an electrified ballista bolt into the dragon’s brain, but the concept remained the same.

Similar, at least.

Astrid conjured a fierce and focused torrent of pure, white hot fire, directing it up through the soft flesh of the roof of the dragon’s mouth and into its brain.

For a brief second, it roared louder than ever before, deafening us, but it cut short as the sounds and smells of burning and sizzling flesh drifted down to us. Its entire body shuddered hard before collapsing to the ground.
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Our ice casing cracked when the dragon’s newly made corpse slammed into the ground. I pushed out, sending the shards away, and we slipped free from the toothy maw before it closed around us.

We fell to the ground on top of trampled crops, panting and trying desperately to catch our breaths.

“Lys! Astrid!” Vennicera landed beside us, the illusion spell having worn off. “Sweet holy hells! You… I barely even know what you did! But you did it!”

At a gurgling sigh, all three of us turned, reminded of the other dragon on death’s door.

We rushed to it, and as we did so, a thousand questions leaped to the edge of my tongue. This was a real, live dragon, ostensibly fighting on our side, if things could be believed. It had answers. I knew it did.

When we landed in front of its ruined face, its bright silver eye regarded us.

I found myself unable to utter a single word.

The others seemed to be in the same state.

It stared first at Astrid. “Sister-kin.” It spoke in the common tongue.

And then at me. “Bond-kin? Thank you… for trying.”

I took a step forward. “My name is Lysander. Please, tell me, how can we help you? What can we do?”

A hot blast of air passed its maw, a deep, reverberating noise from deep in its throat that I belatedly recognized as a laugh. “It is… over. Listen.”

I shut my mouth and stared up at it.

“You must,” it said in a rumbling voice, “beware. He desires ascension at the cost of all of—” It shut its eye as a tremor ran through its entire massive body. When it opened again, it had lost focus.

“No!” I rushed up to it and channeled through my golden scale, hoping I could do something, anything. But its body was too big. Its injuries too severe. I couldn’t heal so much so fast. As I watched, rivers of bright blue blood ran down from countless wounds.

“Bond-kin,” it said softly. So softly I could barely make out its words, even though I stood in front of its mouth that could have swallowed me whole. “Drink… heartsblood… freely given. Need power to stop… him.” It raised an arm, and I could tell it took all the strength it had left to do so.

As we watched, helpless, it raked at its flesh, tearing scale and hide away in a shower of gore. Finally, it sank a claw deep into its chest with a shuddering moan of pain. “Drink. While… I live.”

Blood so bright it nearly shone poured from the newly made wound.

No time for questions.

No time for answers.

Only this gift.

“Come on,” I said to the others. “Drink with me.”

Astrid moved right along with me, but Vennicera balked. “Lys!?”

I gently took her hand and pulled. “Be horrified later. Just move now.”

She grimaced but did as I asked.

Before the dragon drew its last breath, we cupped our hands into the shining blood, a gift of the highest order. We drank.

One gulp was enough.

I felt the magic coursing through me as it slid down my throat. With a grunt, I stumbled back, the unparalleled energy threatening to tear me apart from the inside.

Judging by their cries, Astrid and Vennicera felt the same intensity.

I fell to my knees in pain, but after a moment, my body stopped fighting the power and succumbed to it, flowed with it, was remade by it. I felt the magical channels inside myself shift and change. A wave of euphoria crashed into me and knocked me to the ground, there and gone in a second.

When my senses returned and I looked up again, the dragon was gone, its eye closed for the last time.

Shouts drifted in along the wind. I turned towards the city, and in the distance, I could just make out a large procession headed our way. “We need to leave.”

Astrid and Vennicera blinked their way back to reality, both of them wrestling with what just happened.

There’ll be time for that when we’re gone. Without waiting for a reply, I wrapped them both up in my magic, lifting them off their feet as I rose into the air, my cloaking spell hiding us all in an instant.

It felt different, channeling that time.

Not just easy, but natural.

No more difficult than breathing.

And as tired as I was, I barely felt the effort it took to wrap us up in my perfect spell, turning us fully invisible.

We floated over the landscape. Out of curiosity, I flew over the procession that headed towards the dragon’s bodies. I had expected nothing but soldiers. Instead, a sea of common people rushed out to see the sights, heedless of any danger.

Where are the Empress’s forces? What’s she waiting for?

The frustration bubbled up inside me.

We were right there. All the answers I could ever have wanted, that dragon must have known. And it would have told me, if it could have.

Damn it.

Damn it. Damn it. Damn it.

In the dark, still.

What did it say? “He” wanted ascension at the cost of all of… something.

Damn it. Even more questions, now.

Was “he” on the other end of the Empress’s weird soulbinding?

I sighed as we passed over Goldhaven’s massive outer wall.

No one said a single word aloud. The city drifted by underneath us until our feet touched down on the penthouse’s balcony.

I let my spell go. It faded away, revealing two faces staring back at me in just as much confusion as I felt. “I don’t know,” I said, hating the words as they passed my lips. “I don’t fuckin’ know.”

Twenty minutes later, I stood alone in the shower.

Astrid and Vennicera were in their own bathrooms, doing the same thing.

All of us tacitly agreed that we needed a little time alone with our thoughts before anyone said a single word aloud.

I let the water run over me, blinking against the hot spray. I tried to think, tried to make sense of a single thing, but I couldn’t. The thoughts derailed the second I had them, over and over again. The only one that stuck was, I was so close to real answers.

Of course, that didn’t help one damn bit.

So instead of thinking, I tried to feel the new channels of power flowing inside me. Heartsblood. Living heartsblood, freely given.

As far as draconic cultivation went, there was no higher gift. No more transformative power that could be bestowed from dragonkind.

And it had fallen, almost quite literally, into our laps.

I channeled as much magic as I could without giving it shape. It felt like a thunderstorm inside me, dwarfing anything I could have accomplished before. I felt like I could conjure an entire literal thunderstorm if I wanted to.

And I probably could.

I resisted the urge to try it out. I might attempt to conjure a spark and level the entire building.

I should have told the others to hold off.

Although… they are, anyway. Neither of them had pulled any magic through me.

Which was for the best.

Some time later, maybe an hour, maybe more, I finally turned the water off. I dried in just as much of a daze.

Out in the living room, I found Vennicera sitting on the couch, reading her book. When I cleared my throat, she jumped.

“Oh, shit. I, uh, didn’t see you there.”

“I noticed. How’s the book?”

“It was good earlier. Right now? I’ve read the same page about twenty times and couldn’t tell you what it said. How’re you?”

“Pretty much in the same state of mind.”

I took a seat in a large chair next to the couch, and we sat there in silence for a while before Astrid showed up, her skin a bright red from a long, very hot shower.

“Did you guys know the hot water never runs out here?”

“Of course not,” I replied. “The usual guests in this room would level the building if it did.”

“Huh.” She plopped down on the couch. “I had sorta thought I’d stay in there until I used it all up. Took me a little while to realize that wasn’t going to happen. So, we drank some dragon’s blood, huh?”

Her abrupt change of topic rattled Vennicera and I back to reality.

“We did,” I said. Then I went on to explain, in case they didn’t know, that that was the most explosively unlikely thing that could have happened. And fortuitous. “You two felt it, right?”

Vennicera nodded, and Astrid exclaimed, “I sure did! Wow. Just wow. I haven’t tried anything out. I feel like I might burn the city down.”

“You really might.”

We finally started talking, but mostly, we rehashed what had happened, giving our perspectives and thoughts on the matter. In the end, there weren't a lot of meaningful things to say.

“Do you,” Astrid said, leaning towards us, “want to go see what’s happening? With the bodies, I mean.”

“I really do.”


Chapter Thirty-Three




Once again, we soared through the air.

My cloaking spell came easily to me, even in its perfect form. It felt like I used the tiniest fraction of my power, when before casting this on two of us felt like tensing a muscle. I kept my feelings to myself for the time being, and the others said nothing as the city flowed by underneath us.

Even Vennicera flew unerringly without assistance now.

The bodies were obvious from far away, and before we even got close, we could see the crowd gathering.

Most people stayed far away, only skirting around the periphery of the bodies and the sundered ground underneath them. But others were far more curious, far more reckless. As we came close, I saw a few bold people standing and climbing over the corpses.

That’s not going to go well for them one way or another.

Astrid and Vennicera hovered close by, saying nothing, watching the show just the same as I did.

By the time soldiers from the city finally arrived, a massive crowd had gathered.

They roared out orders, telling everyone to disperse and return to their homes on pain of death.

“Death?” Astrid muttered. “Really?”

Judging by the postures of the soldiers, they didn’t know how to handle any of this any better than anyone else. When the crowd only lightly started to obey, they stood there, apparently unwilling to immediately back up their threats.

Naturally, when the people saw this, they doubled down.

A few more rushed forward and started to climb.

All three of us turned when a huge runic array appeared in the air. Magic flowed into it, and a soft voice boomed through the sky.

“Leave. Now.”

The Empress’s voice.

“These bodies are sacrosanct. Any ill treatment of them will be considered the same as an assault on the royalty itself.”

That got people moving. Some turned and sprinted away, others meandered, looking over their shoulders as they went, but everyone obeyed.

“Lys.” Astrid’s hand tightened on my arm. “It’s her.”

We slowly moved through the air until we caught sight of her. Unlike every other time I had seen her, she wore simple clothes that let her blend right in with her entourage. I channeled, augmenting my vision. Everyone’s soulbindings shimmered into existence, including the Empress’s, which still looked straight up evil. A twisting, malformed tether that stretched out to the north.

“What’s she going to do?” Astrid asked.

“I’m not sure why you’re asking me.”

She huffed. “She’s… allied with the bronze one, right?”

“In all likelihood, yes.”

Just as we spoke, the Empress slowly parted from her soldiers and made her way across the uneven ground towards the dead bronze dragon’s head.

All three of us floated a little closer. I wanted nothing more than to hear the words I saw her speaking, but we weren’t anywhere close.

“Vennicera,” I whispered, “do you know a spell that can… eavesdrop on people?”

“Uh, no. Sorry. Not unless we get a lot closer. Augmented hearing won’t do enough up here. I’ve… tested it out a lot.”

“Hmph. Probably for the best.” As I thought of it, I wondered if casting anything at this point would alert her. That was the last thing I wanted. Apparently she couldn’t sense us or the magic we used to hover where we were. I didn’t want to chance anything more, even though I desperately wanted to know what she said.

She’s talking to it. Or… casting some subtle spell? No, unlikely. I’d be able to see her runes. Probably.

Judging by her stiff posture, her words weren’t ones of comfort. When she finished, she turned and took a single step towards the black dragon before stopping herself. For a moment, she wavered there, but ultimately, she shook her head and headed back to her people.

When she’d cleared the uneven ground, she raised her hands. A massive runic array appeared above her, leagues more complicated than anything I could dream of casting. I felt the power rushing into it, taking form. For a moment, I thought the spell would create a flurry of fireballs.

Astrid sucked in a breath and gave voice to that exact thought.

“No,” Vennicera said. “It’s something else. There are fire runes, but they’re only the core of the spell. I can’t tell what the other sigils and their attendant runes are supposed to do.”

A massive conflagration flared into existence in the middle of the array, churning and giving off noticeable heat, even at our distance.

The people around her flinched back before a few of them began to cover everyone with wards against fire.

They might very well have broiled without them.

The Empress herself seemed unaffected, which made sense, as it was her own magic.

Power flooded into the pattern, much more than had already been used to create the fire. I grimaced at the feeling of it. It wasn’t the amount, it was an unnatural feeling that I had never experienced before.

I couldn’t quite give words as to why, but it felt wrong, deep in my bones.

A few seconds later, the outer runes of the spell shone brightly for a moment before darkening. And it wasn’t just the runes themselves. They seemed to leech the light from the air around them, pulling everything into a vague shadow.

“Oh hells,” Vennicera whispered.

The rich orange fire stuttered, for lack of a better word, and curved in a way that seemed to bend reality itself. A split second later, the entire conflagration surged, black flames from the inside of the inferno snaking out until the entire thing roiled in pitch dark flames.

“Oh hells is right,” I muttered, my blood running cold. “Ruinfire. I didn’t think it actually existed.”

“Uhh…?” Astrid articulated.

“It… well, Vennicera?”

“It destroys things utterly. Burns them down into the smallest parts that make up reality, obliterating them so completely that no trace is left. Nothing can defend against it. It’s also said to,” she made a pained sound deep in her throat, “burn away someone’s soul, too.”

“Surely not….”

“It’s what the legends say,” I replied. “Who knows if there’s any truth to it. Or if there is, if those dragons’ souls are even still present. Like I said a moment ago, I didn’t even think it was real.”

The magic crept through the air at the Empress’s gesture, a slow, snaking trail that forked and delved into the dragons’ corpses. It sank into the middle of their bodies, and a moment later, small patches broke out in random places along their hides.

After a few minutes, they were both fully engulfed in black flames.

We watched, transfixed, as the fire did its work. The corpses burned down like they normally would, but they didn’t produce a single wisp of smoke, and in the end, even the plantlife underneath the corpses got scoured away. The fire created a little ring around where they had been, devouring all life in its path until the Empress snuffed it out with another much smaller spell.

She issued a few commands to her people that I couldn’t hear, and they all turned and headed back towards Goldhaven.

We waited until we could be sure they were gone, and after a few flyovers of the area to make sure, we landed on the ground. I let my cloaking spell fade as we came to the edge of the devastation. Only dirt remained.

I tentatively touched it with the toe of my shoe.

Astrid hissed.

Vennicera let out a strangled grunt.

Nothing happened.

“I can’t feel any residual magic from it. I think it did its work and that’s that. I kind of doubt that even the Empress would leave a massive hazard just sitting here for someone to blunder into.”

The others’ wary looks said they didn’t share my optimism.

Either way, we found nothing of interest. Only a clearing of lifeless dirt remained. It fell apart into dust as I stepped through it, but any harmful magic had gone, along with every last piece of the dragons’ bodies.

“How are they going to spin this?” Vennicera asked aloud. “Two dragons duke it out over the city, kill each other — as far as anyone knows — and then just disappear?”

“I doubt,” I said, “that they’ll spin it at all. The official statement from the crown just won’t appear in the first place. People will be left to wonder and that’ll be it. Just like the dragons flying around in the sky.”


Chapter Thirty-Four




We stayed in the city for a few more days, seeing the sights. They did not include any more dragons, which I found to be both a positive and a negative.

I still wanted answers.

Owing to our newly expanded powers, I wondered if sex with Vennicera would be ill-advised or not. She shared my opinion, but desire won out.

Thankfully, she didn’t explode with magic and tear the hotel apart. She experienced a subtle effect like the time before, if a little stronger.

We assumed that the effect had been so great with me and Astrid because we’d been bonded for so long before our first time.

Whatever the reason, I enjoyed not burning the hotel into cinders. Or whatever might have happened.

On the ride home, Vennicera asked, “So, why don’t I get a fancy speciality? You have your illusions, Lys, and Astrid has her fire. I didn’t get a special power!” Before I could say anything, she answered her own question. “It’s because I don’t have a scale. And I’m not Wyrmborn, isn’t it?”

I peered over to Astrid, who’d fallen asleep on the trip. “You know, you might be right.” I absently ran my fingers over my scale. The prismatic one. I knew very well what the golden one did. “I’ve always read that prismatic scales are formed when a dragon masters all forms of magic, but I never once thought about the original nature of this scale’s owner. It might very well have been a white dragon. They tend to favor illusions over anything else.”

Vennicera pouted and sank into the seat with her arms crossed. “Well I think it’s stupid.”

I smirked at her, not saying a word.

She met my eyes for a moment before she cracked, smiling. “I really do think it’s stupid, you know.”

“Agreed. But if you don’t have a speciality, then you’ll just have to pick one. If you practice something enough, you should be able to cast it easier and easier as time goes on. It won’t be exactly like the inborn talents that we have, but that’s exactly how the ancient dragons eventually mastered all forms of magic. Just practice. Lots of it.”

“What about ruinfire?” she asked after a significant pause, eyeing me sideways. Her tone implied a joke, but her posture said otherwise.

“Okay. Well.” I didn’t see this coming. “First of all, did you see the runic pattern the Empress cast? Complex hardly describes it.”

“I could do it. You know I could. With some practice.” After a pause, she added, “A lot of practice.”

“It’s forbidden. Which I now realize is a real taboo and not just a make-believe fairy tail, since the magic itself is real.”

“Forbidden?” she asked with a tilt of her head. “Forbidden. That’s what you just said to me.”

“Yes.”

“Didn’t you try to kill the Empress?”

I grinned. “Technically, no.”

“Ohhh,” she threw her hands up. “Technically. Well then. That makes a world of difference, then. How’s about this? Didn’t you actually kill her honorsworn? And before you answer, I know you did. Three of them right? Or was it only two?” Before I could reply, she barreled on. “So the guy who assaulted the Empress and killed her protectors is going to lecture me about the legality of a spell.”

“You know, now that you mention it, I’m not sure if it’s technically illegal. It might just be heavily taboo. If it were actually codified into law, I’d probably have known it was a real spell.”

“Lys.” Vennicera pinned me down with a level glare. “You’re trying to drag me off my point, aren’t you?”

I turned, closed my eyes, and raised my chin. “Of course not. I’d just love to discuss the soul-destroying spell with you.”

“You don’t know that it destroys souls.”

I returned her glare. “You don’t know that it doesn’t.”

“Well, okay. Fair enough, but consider this: do I care?”

“If it obliterates someone’s soul!?”

“Yeah. I mean… as far as some people go….” She shrugged. “Fuck ‘em.”

I snorted and laughed so hard that Astrid jolted awake.

“Oh phwaaa. I…fff…sh….” She blinked in rapid succession, clearly in the half-throes of a dream.

“Look what you did,” Vennicera scolded.

“Me!? This is your discussion, thank you very much!”

Astrid swallowed hard and regarded us with her green eyes narrowed against the light from the windows. “You guys arguing?” She still sounded like she had a mouthful of sleep.

“Lysander is being obstinate,” Vennicera said in a haughty tone.

“Vennicera is being horrific.”

After a very lengthy pause, during which I wondered if she even understood us, Astrid said, “What?”

“I think I should have a magical speciality,” Vennicera said, “since I wasn’t blessed with one like the two of you. Lysander said I should choose and focus my efforts into developing one. I chose a very practical spell.”

“Ruinfire! She chose ruinfire!”

Astrid pulled herself up to a normal sitting posture. “The… black shit?”

“Yes, precisely. The black shit.” Gods, this conversation just keeps getting better and better.

“Oh. Sounds good to me.”

I gaped at her. “Are you serious!? It’s a horrible, soul-destroying spell!”

“Allegedly,” Vennicera said with a shrug and an eye roll.

“I dunno, Lys,” Astrid said, “you mentioned at the time that there’s no way to guard against it. And if our enemies can use it, I don’t see why we shouldn’t, too.”

“It’s forbidden!”

Vennicera clucked her tongue at me and looked at Astrid. “He said himself that it’s not even actually illegal, as if we’d care if it was.” Her mismatched eyes locked on me again. “And who says it’s forbidden? And why would we care if someone did? You didn’t even think it was real a few days ago. Besides, Astrid’s right. If it can be used against us, why shouldn’t we use it? It’s forbidden and the Empress herself used it.”

I stared right back at her. “Did you memorize it all when she cast it? Can you recreate it now?”

She opened her mouth to reply, a scathing retort on the edge of her tongue by the looks of it, but nothing materialized. “...No.” Her shoulders fell and she turned away, the fire leaving her eyes as she did. “No, I… didn’t.”

A wave of guilt instantly washed over me. Good work, Lys. You crushed her hopes. Here she was, excited to have something that made her special like the two of you, and you obliterated it.

Ruinfire, though. All the myths that speak of it are warnings.

I’d thought they were cautionary tales with a fanciful, made-up spell at their center to stand in for whatever horror du jour the reader might insert.

But if it’s real, then those tales take on a new meaning.

Vennicera gazed out the window, saying nothing more.

This is a crossroads. If I let ruinfire out into the world, then there’s no putting it back. Ugh, I say to myself after seeing the Empress use it right in front of my eyes.

Our enemies have it.

And our enemies are the dragons themselves, apparently.

Is one of them at the other end of that awful soulbinding? A prismatic one? Hells, probably.

In the end, once I wrestled all my conflicting thoughts into silence, Vennicera’s sadness won me over. “Vennicera.”

“What?” she asked in a small voice, not turning away from the window.

“I have a few tomes in the secret basement. You’ve seen them. Ones with the highest level spells I’ve ever seen. I can’t be sure, but after seeing the Empress cast it… I think one of them might contain the spell for ruinfire. A version of it, at least.”

She slowly turned towards me. “...Oh yeah?”

“I think so. And if you want to see it, you can. If you want to learn the spell, you can.”

She dipped her head and looked through her lashes at me. “You’re not saying that just because I’m over here pouting, are you?”

“No. Not just because of that. There are some compelling reasons,” I glanced at Astrid, “that having it in our arsenal might be a good idea. I won’t say I love it, but… a weapon is a weapon. Just… if you do learn it, please only use it in dire straits, okay? Don’t go around burning away every single opponent we come across because you can.”

She giggled even as her face screwed up in preparation for a few tears. She bounded over the coach and fell to her knees in front of me. Her arms snaked around me and she laid her face against my chest. “Thank you.”

I rested my hands on her neck and back and planted a kiss on the top of her head.

“You know,” Astrid said, “I’ll bet you could kill the absolute shit out of even a huge dragon with that!”

Vennicera rose up. “Probably! If there’s no possible defense, then I could just,” she threw her hands out, “cast a big fiery spear and sink it right into its heart, right? Boom! Fight over!”

It would be far more complicated than that, but I’m not saying anything right now. She’s so happy about it. “Yeah, maybe.”


Chapter Thirty-Five




When we arrived back at the manor, Vennicera made me take her down to the basement, and the four of us, Eliza included, paged through my most esoteric grimoires.

“I don’t know why you asked me down here,” Eliza said. “This all looks like gibberish to me.” She didn’t stop looking, though.

Vennicera ended up being the one who found it, but her elation dwindled when she realized just how complex it actually was. “This is it,” she said, holding the tome out, “but wow…. That’s… just wow.”

The spell detailed therein, we couldn’t know if it was the exact same one the Empress used or not, had over two hundred runes. Its anchoring sigils were more byzantine than usual as well.

“You know what!” she proclaimed. “It doesn’t matter! It could have a thousand runes. I’m still going to learn it. And one day, it’s going to save our lives. Maybe save the world itself.”

She went to work immediately, taking the grimoire to her bedroom after dinner.

I had invited her to move into my bedroom as Astrid had, but she declined, saying she wanted her own space.

The next day, the three of us went far out into the forest, beyond the forge, to test out our new abilities. Ever since consuming the dragon’s heartsblood, we’d all agreed not to try anything out until we found a safe time to do so.

I knew the new power that coursed through my veins felt wildly different than it had before. If Astrid experienced the same thing, she might very well be able to melt an entire city.

We found a remote area in the foothills of a small mountain that had very sparse vegetation. None of us wanted to be responsible for a forest fire.

“Well?” I asked after we landed. Even flying there had taken so little effort in comparison to before.

“Oh, you first, Lys,” Astrid said.

I didn’t think making a huge illusion would be the best test, so I tried out a lightning strike. I had brought my dagger, and just for the hells of it, I used it as a casting focus. The bare boulders I aimed for were a few city blocks worth of distance away. “Here goes.”

I channeled what I felt would be a reasonable use of my power. Nothing over the top, but not holding back, either.

Blinding light and ear-ruining sound exploded in front of our faces as a massive, thick lightning bolt darted from the dagger in my hands.

I stumbled back, my ears ringing, my vision shot. Before I knew it, the ground came up to meet me as I fell down hard on my ass.

I didn’t know how long I sat there. Perhaps minutes, trying to pull myself back in order. Finally, I channeled through the golden scale and healed myself. When I turned to the others, Astrid shouted at us, asking what had happened, her hands over her face.

Vennicera was in no better shape.

Astrid’s cries went up in pitch as she realized she couldn’t hear anything on top of barely being able to see.

I healed them both.

Astrid’s voice lowered mid sentence when she realized she’d been yelling. “Oh… what the hells!?”

Vennicera stumbled over, her jaw on the ground. “What… was that?”

I finally surveyed the damage I’d created. Where the boulders I targeted had sat, only jagged pieces lay in a blackened area, the land itself scarred by my spell. “Oh.”

Their gazes followed mine to the destruction. “Oh damn,” Astrid breathed.

“Do you, uh, want to try?” I asked her.

She let out a long, slow exhale. “So, before this, you were just kind of okay at casting lightning.”

“Correct.”

“I’m… really good at conjuring fire.”

“Also correct.”

She looked down at her hands. “I’m a little scared, Lys.”

“Just try a single fireball. Something middle-of-the-road. Then we’ll go from there.”

“Alright,” she replied shakily. “I guess.”

Vennicera and I shared a glance and backed away from her.

“Here we go.” She held out both hands, and I felt the torrent of power she drew through me. It was more than I had used in casting my lightning.

“Uh, wai⁠—”

BOOM!

A rush of hot air blew us backwards, knocking us down with nothing but the force of it. I raised my hands to my face, feeling my skin begin to burn. It’s not her magic. It’s just heat from it. For good measure, I channeled through the golden scale and looped the others into my magic.

When the gusts finally abated, we looked towards the blast zone. Astrid had aimed at the same place I had, and now, instead of bits of broken boulder and charred stone, a molten pool of lava bubbled instead, steam rising into the air above it as it hissed.

“Well,” I said. “So.”

“Lys, I….” Astrid’s eyes had gone as wide as they could. “I wasn’t even really trying.”

I turned to Vennicera. “Wanna give it a go?”

They both stared at me.

“To hells with it at this point.”

Vennicera shrugged. “I, uh, don’t have much practice and have only used runic magic since… all this began, but… okay.”

“Lys?” Astrid gestured wildly at the lava. “Are you not even going to say anything about that?”

“Good job.” When she sputtered at me, I looped an arm around her shoulders. “The heartsblood did a lot more than anything else, huh? Look, I’m just as taken aback as you, but this is a good thing. I know you’re leery about having power like this, but I think, in the end, it might be necessary.”

“Really? This? I could level a city, Lys. That was one fireball. And I wasn’t trying! We’ve already beaten dragons. What could⁠—”

“You do realize we're getting these abilities from dragons, right?

“Well….”

“Yes, we’ve fought and won before. But this,” I tapped my chest, “comes from a dragon that could, in all likelihood, dwarf the abilities of the ones we’ve encountered. And if the one that spoke to us could be believed….” I trailed off, the thoughts churning in my head.

Astrid stepped out from under my arm. “What did it say again?”

I crossed my arms, reliving the memory. “That he, whoever the hells that means, desires ascension.”

“And…?”

“That’s pretty much it. Apparently this ascension is going to come at some great cost, but he didn’t live long enough to say what. Only that we needed power.” Once again, the awful feeling of impotence washed over me. We just didn’t know enough. “What I would have given to have some questions answered.”

“Who’s this ‘he,’ Lys?” Vennicera asked. “Do you have any idea at all?”

“No. Some dragon, I can only imagine at this point. But even in ages past, they weren’t very forthcoming with their hierarchy. If some archdragon is behind all this, his name might or might not even be recorded anywhere we’d have access to, illicit or otherwise. Ultimately, I doubt it matters. If we keep looking, one day we’ll probably end up fighting him one way or another.”

“Especially if we keep killing dragons,” Vennicera said.

“Yeah. Which I’ll bet we will.” I scoffed and lowered my head. “All my life I wanted to know where the dragons went. And why. I revered them, more or less. Even seeing one would have been the highlight of my life. And now….” I didn’t want to say it, but I forced myself to. “They’re the enemy.”

“Not all of them,” Vennicera said.

“No. You’re right. Not all of them. And that’s… important. But how in the damn world could we find the ones that are on our side? It looks like they’re the minority.”

“Lys.” Astrid had curled in on herself. She didn’t look at me when she said, “You remember the big cave? The not-a-Hellsmouth?”

“Of course.”

“We found the golden scale there. In a pile of crumbling prismatic scales. Surrounded by weird patterns we couldn’t make sense of.” Her lip curled and her shoulders raised up. “What if that’s the ‘ascension.’”

I hadn’t given any real thought to our adventure in the cave. It seemed like a lifetime ago and there were so many other things to think about at any given moment. But now that she’d planted the idea in my head, I stood there silently ruminating on it. “A golden dragonscale. Something out of myth and legend. Something no record that I know of states is real. But this one is,” I tapped my chest once more. “Is this ascension trying to make… a fully prismatic dragon, or… a golden one?”

“Why not both?” Vennicera said.

“Or both,” I conceded. “Dragons with a chest full of prismatic scales were said to be world-breakingly powerful. Can you imagine one fully covered in those scales? Maybe with golden ones interwoven in between? My single scale has been a massive, unmatched conduit for healing. It couldn’t heal a dragon by itself, but if you had a lot of them?” A shudder wracked my body as I came to the natural conclusion. “A dragon more powerful than anything ever has been, who is functionally unkillable.”

“And is our enemy,” Vennicera said.

I slowly lowered myself to the ground as the enormity of it all sank in. “...Fuck.”

Astrid caught my eye. “Um. Remember what else we found in that cave?”

My thoughts wouldn’t come. I just shook my head.

“The crystal people parts.”

“Yeah,” I replied without any thoughts in my head. “Those.”

Vennicera asked for a reminder of what we were even talking about, which Astrid supplied.

“Well what the hells does that even mean?” she asked afterwards.

“I have no idea,” I said, pissed all over again at what we didn’t know.


Chapter Thirty-Six




Vennicera tried a few spells, and while they came much easier to her, she didn’t have the explosive results that Astrid and I had displayed.

We flew back to the forge and walked back to the manor the old fashioned way. At this point, I didn’t really see why our feet ever needed to touch the ground again, but we walked anyway for the sake of it.

As we made our way through the forest, I could tell Vennicera had fallen into a malaise. She tried to cover it up, joining in our conversations and making jokes, but her words didn’t have the force and excitement they usually did.

Most telling, she didn’t even flirt with us the whole time.

We arrived at the house a little before lunchtime.

Vennicera took hers up to her room to eat alone. It wasn’t out of character, sometimes she liked things that way, but today was different.

“Man,” Astrid said as we ate out in the gardens under the big oak tree, “she’s pissed, huh?”

“I’d say she’s more sad than pissed, really.”

“Whatever it is, she tried to put a brave face on it. But… did you notice that she didn’t come on to either of us the entire way back? Like, zero flirting or innuendos. I don’t think I’ve gone a single conversation with her without at least a suggestive wink.”

“I know what you mean. The worst part is that I don’t know what to do about it. Without a scale or a birthright, she might just not be as powerful as we are. However….” I gazed up at her bedroom window. “I think this might just be a stumbling block. She has mastery over runes that you and I probably could never match. I think once she works through her emotions and really starts to memorize some big patterns, she might very well show us both up.”

Astrid smiled around a big bite of her sandwich. “I hope so,” she said through it. With a smirk, she asked, “What do you really think about the ruinfire?”

I set my own sandwich down and poured another cup of tea. As I added a lot of honey, I said, “Welp. These new revelations this morning might have colored my opinion on that a little bit more. I was on board with her learning it, however reticent I might have been to start with, but if we’re going to be fighting some legendarily powerful dragons or whatever, we might end up needing every single advantage we can get.”

“Do you really think it burns people’s souls away?”

“I don’t know, honestly. And there’s no real way to test it. Certainly no ethical way. Definitely nothing I would ever want to entertain. Honestly,” I downed half the cup of tea, “there are probably spells in the oldest grimoires that are somehow worse.”

The days after that went by in a blur. We put out the official request to journey to Fort Starscry under our assumed names. Naturally, it moved at the speed of bureaucracy, leaving us with weeks with nothing to do.

Astrid and I practiced our magic in the foothills, but Vennicera seldom came with us. Instead, she locked herself in her room, poring over the old grimoires.

When I asked, she assured me that she was trying to learn as many spells as she could, not just the one for ruinfire. When I asked for more details, she gave me nothing but coy answers and teasing winks.

The worst part was that I couldn’t just steal the grimoires and take a look. Deciphering the patterns would have taken me forever, and divining their effects even longer. So I let it slide, hoping one day she’d come with us to show off something completely new.

And then, two and a half weeks later, that exact thing happened.

We’d stopped asking her to join our mostly-daily practice sessions, telling her instead that she had a blanket invite whenever she wanted, but we wouldn’t pressure her about it.

We had nearly reached the forest path towards the forge when she caught up to us, running through the gardens. “Wait! Wait for me!”

I didn’t often see her run, so I stopped and enjoyed the bouncing show she put on before she caught up with us.

She opened her mouth to say something, but when she saw where both our eyes had landed, she did a few little hops for us. “You two can just ask me if you want a show, you know.”

“I know. But we’re still going to enjoy the random ones.” I glanced at Astrid, seeing her cheeks a light crimson, before asking Vennicera, “Anyway, you want to join us today?”

“I do!”

“I assume that means you’ve got a spell you want to try out?” I asked.

“Maybe,” she said, brushing past us and heading down the trail.

“Oh, it’s going to be a surprise, is it? Should I ready some wards? For fire, maybe? Cold? Sound?”

“You’ll just have to wait and see,” she replied over her shoulder with a massive, self-satisfied grin.

We let her hurry along ahead of us, and I turned to Astrid. “She seems in better spirits. I only hope whatever she’s planning pans out. I don’t want her to be disappointed and lose momentum.”

“We’ll see. But yeah, I hope so, too.”

We chatted amicably during the short flight, during which I didn’t ask any more questions, since it seemed like they wouldn’t be getting any answers. Might as well just enjoy whatever show happens.

We landed at our usual site, which now resembled a warzone. Huge craters and cooled lava dotted the landscape. More than once, Astrid and I had scrambled to contain burgeoning forest fires. After doing that a few times, we simply pulled up a protective ring of trees. With our new powers, ripping them from the dirt, roots and all, barely taxed us.

I levitated them out.

Astrid channeled through her body and ripped them out with her bare hands.

I found it impressive but an inefficient use of magic.

She raised her pinky at me when I gave voice to that thought, along with telling me that I didn’t know how to magic right.

“Wow!” Vennicera surveyed the damage. “You two have been busy out here!” She clapped her hands and grinned. “Ready for a show?”

“You know we are.” I hung back and let her stride to the center of our practice area.

Astrid stood beside me and watched.

Vennicera held up her hands, and above them, a plethora of runes burst into existence.

That’s… a considerable amount less than I thought she’d…. Oh.

Before I could really pass judgement in my head, the small array she had conjured locked into place, an anchoring sigil appearing in the center of it. Afterwards, another pattern appeared above and to the side of the first.

We waited silently as the second sigil and its attendant runes filled with power.

And the third one.

And the fourth one.

Astrid leaned over and whispered, “Does it always take this long?”

“You saw the Empress cast spells like this instantly, more or less, remember?”

“Oh yeah. Well, I guess she’s new at this.”

“Yeah.” A few minutes had passed before the spell completed. When it did, a huge burst of magic surged from it, a synergy of power from the runes and sigils. It lashed out and dug into the land around Vennicera, pulling up chunks of rocks and huge clods of dirt. She rose off the ground, levitating into the air as the spell pulled all the material into a sphere around her. As it did, a few portions of the pattern flared, sending even more energy into random chunks. I couldn’t tell what it did.

“Huh!?” Vennicera yelled out to us from inside her cocoon. “Well?”

“It’s great,” I yelled back. “Does it… do anything else?”

“Hells yeah it does! Attack me and see!”

Astrid and I shared a look.

“Our magic can’t hurt each other, right?” she asked.

“...No.”

“What if… I send a fireball over there and it melts some rocks and the lava then falls on her. Would she be protected from that?”

“I don’t know. And I don’t wanna find out.”

“What are you guys waiting for!?” The entire sphere, containing Vennicera and the persistent array, drifted towards us. “C’mon!”

“Let me,” I said in a low voice, “just throw something at her. There is a lot of magic coursing through that shield. Surely one boulder isn’t going to be a problem.”

Astrid licked her lips. “Yeah. Sure. Okay.”

“Come ooooon!”

With a little sigh, I picked up one of the many rocks laying around the area. “Here we go.” I launched it at her, the equivalent of a soft, underhanded throw.

We watched it sail lazily through the air.

Then it hit.

“Oh shit!” Astrid wailed, reflexively stepping back.

When it made contact with the shield, the charged rocks that composed it sent out a thick beam of pure energy that blew the rock into nothing more than bits and dust propelled away from Vennicera.

“A real attack, Lys! Come on!”

“Okay,” I said, hoping I wasn’t making a bad choice. “A small lightning bolt. Surely that won’t be too⁠—”

One of the chunks shot straight out from Vennicera’s protective sphere, slamming into the dirt in front of us, shaking the ground and sending up a shower of debris. She flew over us and rained down a handful more, all crashing into the ground with deadly force. And for each one she lost, the spell reached out and grabbed another to instantly replace it.

Astrid and I gaped up at her amidst a ring of devastation.

None of the blows had been aimed at us directly, but they made the point they were intended to make. “Stop pissing me off, Lys! This isn’t some trifling spell! FUCKING ATTACK ME!”

I blinked. “Okay,” I said to myself. “Astrid, give us some room.”

“Uh, you got it.”

I flew up as Astrid hightailed it out of there. I still didn’t conjure the lightning bolt I had during our first practice session, but I didn’t exactly hold back either. It arced from my hand and into Vennicera’s shield.

She grunted and strained as the electricity washed over it, deflected around the magic contained in the stone and dirt. It passed around and hit the ground in a thunderous boom.

“Again!”

I did it again.

This time, the power in the spell flowed a little easier, redirecting my attack with noticeably less effort from Vennicera.

“Astrid! Hit me with fire!”

Astrid obliged, sending a medium fireball her way.

The shield spun, its momentum and flow of power deflecting Astrid’s attack.

“Another!” she yelled.

For a little while, we both sent a barrage of magic at Vennicera, and as the fight went on, she became more and more adept at shielding herself, using much less effort. Eventually, I summoned a few illusions and hit her where I knew she wouldn’t be expecting it.

I got the drop on her, but she still managed to avoid taking any real impact.

“Okay, okay!” she finally called.

The spell fell away, as did her shield, and all three of us floated down to the ground, panting from the workout.

Vennicera broke out into the biggest smile. “Huh!? HUH!?”

“That was… amazing, truly.”

“Right!? And I didn’t even show you everything! It has a lot of offense, too, but I wanted to make sure I could use it to defend myself first.”


Chapter Thirty-Seven




The days that followed were a flurry of activity. While we waited for the wheels of bureaucracy to turn, we put together everything we would need. We outfitted a coach that I’d purchased through my legitimate business, retrofitting it to help spin the lie of who we were. Since we couldn’t trust anyone to drive it, Astrid offered to do so.

Her Wyrmborn nature would add to the illusion, since everyone would expect her to be a servant instead of riding inside.

Vennicera and I practiced our cover stories over the course of many evenings. She turned out to be much more adept at that sort of thing. I had used many aliases before, but they all had been tailored to things I already knew and skills I already had.

Learning about fort maintenance and the legalities and regulations we would ostensibly be there to enforce turned out to be the height of boredom. If I hadn’t had Vennicera there to keep me on task, I would have failed horribly.

One night when Astrid, who liked the exercise as much as I did, joined in, she became quickly exasperated by the whole affair. “So, okay, real question. Is any of this even necessary anymore!? I mean, we have powers that would obliterate anyone who could possibly stop us. Why not just fly up there, blow the whole thing to the hells, and find what we want that way?”

“If we knew what we were looking for, I’d leap at that plan,” I said. “But we might need to be there for some time, and we’ll have to keep up appearances. Unless you want to pack a whole bunch of camping supplies and food instead. On top of which, interacting with the people in the fort through legitimate means — not blowing them up — might tell us a lot more than just poking around. What we’re looking for is, probably, underneath the fort, deep in the caldera. As strong as we are, I don’t want to have to drill down into solid rock searching for something. Something we don’t even know what it is.”

She threw up her hands. “Fine! I guess. As much as it low-key pissed me off being the servant character, I’m actually coming around to it if I don’t have to learn about,” she grimaced hard, “regulatory statutes regarding the state and quality of cached weaponry. And that’s one of the better lists!” She picked up a book and tossed it across the room. “You’d almost think it might be interesting since I’m a fucking blacksmith, but nope! Boring as hells, all the way down.”

I regarded the discarded book laying on the floor of the sitting room we’d chosen. “Oh, I don’t disagree with you. Not in the least. But playing these parts well is going to let us blend in better than anything else. And this is a high profile location, one they wouldn’t send junior inspectors too. We’re going to have to sell it.” I clapped my hands, “But! That being said, the second we get what we want, we can just fly out of the place if need be.”

“It would be beneficial,” Vennicera said, “not to do that. Preserving these identities could be very useful in the future.”

“But we could,” I countered.

“Yes. We could.”

“I hope we do,” Astrid muttered.

I just hope literally everything doesn’t go sideways like it always does. I didn’t give voice to that thought. It seemed that doing so would invite it down on our heads.

Not that it matters what I say anyway.

Misfortune liked finding us regardless.

Astrid spent most of her time either training with her new powers, which she hadn’t voiced any more negative opinions about, or learning how to drive the coach. She didn’t comment on that, either, but I got the distinct impression that she found it fun.

Eliza and I helped Vennicera tailor a few official outfits for us. We couldn’t obtain any real ones without raising all sorts of alarms. While Vennicera wasn’t a professional tailor, we all muddled through the process and ended up with decent pieces.

One night just before we got the official paperwork, Eliza and I sat out in the gardens under the oak, drinking. Our conversation had been routine, but she eventually quieted down.

“Oh, just say it,” I said.

She clucked her tongue and took another drink. “As if I need to. Saying it all the other times hasn’t worked for shit.”

“Still.”

“Tch. Cold hells, why not? Be safe out there, huh? Let those girls look after you, and you look after them. And… come home in one piece.”

“That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

“Oh, hold your tongue, Lys.” She turned to me, scowled, and asked, “What do you think is up there, anyway?”

I took a long drink before answering. “I’ve given that a lot of thought. The so-called ‘Exiled Failure.’ Well, ‘Exiled,’ implies a living being. Kind of. Probably. And if it’s something deep underneath the caldera that a military installation was built on top of, my money’s not on a person.”

“Dragon, then?”

“Almost has to be. But… even dragons need things to live. And… if it’s some sort of prisoner, somehow, I don’t see the point. Why not just kill them?”

Eliza harumphed. “Who knows why people do the stupid things they do? I can easily see dragons being somehow even stupider.”

I laughed softly. “Most people revere dragons as paragons of wisdom. The ancient ones, at least. Or they did before the Flight.”

“Mhmm. I’ll bet they did. I’ll bet those ‘wise’ old dragons had a hand in that, too.”

“Good point.”


Chapter Thirty-Eight




Finally, the papers came. Jess hand delivered them, as they weren’t going to come to my estate through official couriers. “Here ya go, my Lord. Everything went perfectly, if you can imagine that.”

“Well, it is just the paperwork part.”

A slow, wry smile spread across her face. “Let me tell you how often the ‘paperwork part’ goes worse than anything else.”

She didn’t stick around and the second she left, the others and I got things ready to go. We’d long packed for the trip, and we finished up the final tasks in a blur, all of us wanting nothing more than to get this damn thing started after waiting so long.

Seeing Astrid hop up into the driver’s seat on top seemed weird, but after so much practice, she looked like a natural.

“It’s fine,” she said when I asked if she felt put out. “As long as we’re moving, I don’t much care how it works. Just,” she pointed a finger in my face, “no sex back there unless I’m invited, you got that?”

“I promise.”

Vennicera purred and leaned against her. “You know we wouldn’t dream of leaving you out, sexy.”

Astrid nodded, her eyes on Vennicera’s chest. “Okay then.”

The trip took forever.

We knew it would.

But the days spent on the road, heading ever northward, began to drag on. We stopped for food and sleep, but little else. Astrid complained of her ass hurting, but still insisted on long, grueling hours each day.

The thought of sexytimes in the coach hardly occurred to me or Vennicera. Once in a while, we joked about it without any actual interest. This coach was much smaller than the opulent one we’d all had a good time in, and while the angles were workable, they weren’t conducive.

Add to that the overwhelming boredom, and lurid thoughts barely crossed our minds. Vennicera barely made a single innuendo after the first three days.

I’d brought a lot of books, but after reading them for hours on end, my eyesight blurred and I put them away. Vennicera had transcribed a few of the spectral dragon spells we’d discussed forever ago, and I spent no small amount of time trying to learn them.

I thought I got a handle on a few, but no real opportunities to try them out presented themselves. As the hours wore on, I found them flitting away from my thoughts.

We napped as much as we could. Not Astrid.

A full week later, and we left the final main road to make our way into a cold, wind-whipped path up into the mountains. Thankfully, it hadn’t snowed.

It felt like it might at any moment.

Astrid wrapped up in the warm clothes we’d brought for the occasion and didn’t complain. Not with her mouth, anyway. Her eyes said everything they needed to.

When we slowly plodded our way around the last bend in the road and the Fort came into view, we came to a stop, got out, and stared.

“Well, holy hells,” Astrid breathed.

On top of a peak, the fort stretched for a considerable distance. I had read that the structure ringed the caldera, but I hadn’t fully grasped what that meant.

Around the long-cooled crater of an ancient volcano, the fort sat on the circular lip of rock, looking down in all directions. While it was only as wide as a single city block, the whole thing stretched for a staggering distance.

“Where’s the entrance?” Vennicera asked.

“The other side, I guess. See the road?” I could barely pick it out amidst the uneven terrain.

“I guess.”

Astrid huffed. “C’mon. Let’s get this over with. I doubt the beds in this hellshole are going to be worth it, but I want to get in there and fall into one before nightfall.”

The last little leg of the journey slipped easily by while we watched the structure loom closer above us.

Finally, the road snaked up to the gates, a long, level platform that ran parallel to the main building.

An involuntary shudder ran down my spine at the sight of two huge golems flanking the gate. I couldn’t feel any magic from them, and they might have been entirely ornamental, but they still creeped me out all the same.

Damn it’s been nice not seeing any of those things.

“Halt!” someone called out from a small tower overlooking the platform.

We’d already stopped.

Vennicera and I stepped out and Astrid stepped down. We waited for a moment before a door opened, through which three people appeared. They all wore simple if thick full plate mail. Two had helms on, one did not.

The helmless man had a full beard, a sword on his hip, and eyes that said he would instantly be a problem the second any chance showed itself.

I took a step forward. “Greetings, I’m⁠—”

“Papers!” he yelled. He puffed out his chest and set his fists on his hips with a little clank of metal. The two behind him held spears, and their postures said they knew how to use them.

You know, maybe Astrid was right after all. Maybe we really should have just flown here and blown the whole place open. “Yes, yes, I have our papers. They’re inside⁠—”

“Stand down!” he bellowed when I moved to open the coach door.

Mentally, I sighed. I pulled my hand back. “Okay. But our papers are⁠—”

“Enough!” He held out his palm, right in my face. Mere fingerwidths away from my nose. Surely it would be okay if I just smote one guy, right? That wouldn’t kick things off too badly, would it? I had to stifle a little laugh at this man’s expense.

“Search their conveyance!” he yelled at the other two. One of them complied, opening the coach door and slipping inside, spear still in hand. It didn’t really fit very well.

Conveyance? Seriously? Who talks like that? How long has it been since these people have interacted with anyone from the outside world? Do people get stationed here when the peerage wants to get rid of them? Hmm. That would actually make a lot of sense. But on the other hand, it is a strategically important installation. Although, that would hardly matter to some peers. I wonder who has the final authority to⁠—

“I see no papers, Commander,” the man inside called out.

Oh, for fuck’s sake.

“On your knees, now!” the Commander roared at us.

“There’s a compartment under the seat!” I roared back. “Which I would have told your sorry ass if⁠—”

He drew his sword with murder in his eyes.

Don’t kill this guy. Don’t kill this guy. Don’t kill this guy.

“On your knees, NOW! On my authority as Commanding officer of this gate⁠—”

Just… the gate…?

“Oh, I found them, Commander!” the voice inside the coach called out.

Commander Idiot jolted, his eyes flicking back and forth between the coach and us.

He really, really wanted to cut us down. Or take us into custody. Or something. Is he just itching for some action, or simply an asshole?

“W-what!?”

“The papers, Commander.” The other man stuck his head out and waved a small stack of papers in the air. “There was a compartment underneath the seat.”

He turned to us, clearly irritated at the change in momentum. “You! Continue standing down!”

“Okay.”

While he snatched our papers from his man, Astrid leaned in and, just under her breath, said, “Can we just kill this guy? I really wanna.”

I sighed.

The Commander’s head whipped up at the noise.

“Yes?” I asked.

He gave me a dirty look but said nothing. His face became more and more flushed the further he got through the stack of papers. “Sargeant! Go inside and check the incoming arrivals forms! Make sure these names are on it exactly as written!”

“Yes, sir.” If the man disliked working for the Commander, he kept a tight lid on it.

After he disappeared back into the little guard tower, I stared down the beet-red man, saying nothing.

Do it. Give me an excuse. Please try me. I won’t even electrify you to death. I’ll just put your face in the dirt and grind it in until you apologize.

He didn’t though.

A pity.

As we stood there, a little doubt worked its way into my thoughts. We did pull off the last mission successfully, right? We didn’t choose the wrong book or something… right?

The sergeant returned a few minutes later and confirmed that our names were on the list of new arrivals, at which I suppressed a massive sigh of relief.

“Well get inside, then!” the Commander yelled. I didn’t think he had any other volume. He certainly hadn’t displayed any.

“Yes, thank you,” I said flatly.

We got back into and onto the coach and rolled into the gate. Inside, a very small open area led into various large doors, inside which I could just make out many other coaches. Vennicera and I got out once we came to a stop.

A woman in similar armor to the Commander approached, and I nearly smiled at her. The impulse dropped straight away when I saw her face, which had just as much welcoming friendliness as the Commander’s. She had short, dark hair, a set of wrinkles that she seemed too young for, and the deadest eyes I’d ever seen.

Great.

“Hi, we’re⁠—”

“Have your woman park your coach in there.” She pointed at one of the doors.

“Sure, of course. Can we⁠—”

She pointed towards a smaller door up a set of stairs. The whole fort, it seemed, consisted of one very long, unending building facing the outside with a single interior road running around it all, overlooking the caldera. We’d passed under a thinner section of the building when entering. “Someone in the office up there will assign you lodging.” She started to turn away, but she paused and said, “I don’t know what you did to get this commission, but make your inspections and get out.”

Vennicera and I blinked and watched her go. “Was that,” she asked quietly, “a warning or a threat?”

“I have absolutely no idea.”

Astrid parked the coach while I went up to the office in question. A middle-aged man in normal clothes sat behind a worn desk. He asked for my papers, quickly scanned them, stamped them three times with three different stamps, and handed them back to me. “First time to Starscry?” he asked without looking up.

“Yes.”

“Hmm.” He turned to a set of shelves beside him, pulled out two small notebooks, and handed them over. “One of those is a map. It won’t be what you’re expecting. But it’s straightforward. The other is a list of amenities and when they’re offered. I hope you’re not used to showering every day. If you miss mealtimes, you go hungry. Sorry.”

Oh, a lifeless apology! That’s almost courtesy compared to everyone else here so far.

“There are open coaches that make the circle all the time. Just wave one down when you need it. If there’s space on board, they’ll stop. But they only go one way, clockwise, unless there’s an emergency. And not much qualifies as an emergency around here. So make sure you don’t pass the building you want, because it takes them a half hour or more to make a full circuit, usually, with the stopping and starting. You can always walk the other way, if you like, though.”

“I see, thank you very much. Have there been any border skirmishes lately?”

“Thankfully, no. The Eastern provinces have been quiet. But these things go in waves.” He continued to fill out paperwork while he answered me.

“Anyone ever go down into the caldera?”

He stopped writing. While he didn’t move his head, his eyes raised up to mine.

I gave him a winning smile.

He sniffed, which I took for a laugh. “Depends on what you mean.”

I arched an eyebrow at him, feeling that silence was the best response to this unexpected answer.

“I assume you’re joking, but… people go down there. They don’t come back.”

“...And that’s the reason they go down there?”

He nodded and went back to his paperwork. “If I were you, I’d finish your job here as… efficiently as you can.”

“I will. Thank you for your help.” Outside, I stood on the landing for a moment, trying to make sense of what I’d just heard. Vennicera caught my eye from below, and I went down to meet her.

Something must have shown on my face, because hers screwed up. “What? What is it?”

“I don’t even know. But something’s weird here.”

“Yeah, you got that right.” She shivered.

“...Do I? What happened down here in those five minutes, then?”


Chapter Thirty-Nine




Vennicera glanced around, making sure no one stood within earshot. “Yeah, okay, so. While you were up in the office, Lys, the weirdest shit I’ve ever seen happened. I was standing right here, just waiting on you, and a sheet of ice just… appeared. It ran along the ground like a wave. Out of nowhere.

“I jumped over the edge of it, nearly killed myself slipping on it, and just as I got my balance, it… disappeared. Went away in the same wave that brought it in.” Her eyes darted around once more. “That’s not the weird part.”

“It’s… not?”

“Okay, it’s not the worst part. When it happened, everyone else just stopped. I nearly screamed, looking around for help or… something. But no one else even looked at it. But I know they knew it was there. A few people walking around stopped in their tracks. They just let the ice freeze their boots in place, and the second it went away, they kept going like nothing happened. I tried to talk to one lady that passed by me, but she just held up a hand and kept going. They were like zombies. No reaction at all.”

“That, um….” I set my hands on my hips. “That’s strange.”

She scoffed. “You don’t say? You ever heard of anything like that before?”

“No. Rampant, random magic without a clear caster or focus? Nope.”

“I didn’t like it, Lys.” She crossed her arms under her chest. Her eyes moved like she expected an attack at any moment. “It was the people. Creeped me out.”

“Well, I have been warned twice to get out of here as soon as I can.”

She raised an eyebrow and looked pointedly at the office I’d been in.

“Yeah. The guy said to do what we needed to do ‘efficiently.’”

“I’m all for it.”

“Oh, there’s Astrid.” Across the small courtyard, she waved from one of the open doors. We went over to help get our stuff from the coach.

Before either of us could say a word, she huffed and shook her head. “This place is fucked.”

“Is it now?” I asked.

“Yeah, come see.” She led us inside the large room that held a few other coaches, all of them in the plain, military style. “Over here.” She pointed between two of them and up at the ceiling.

From the corner, a cluster of rainbow-colored crystals grew like vines. They snaked halfway down the wall, and as we got closer, I could feel a faint aura of magic coming from them. “What in the world,” I muttered. I reached out to touch them.

Vennicera grabbed my arm and hissed, “What are you doing, Lys?”

“Touching the weird crystals. What does it look like?”

We stared each other down before she relented.

They felt unremarkable, aside from the magic humming from inside.

“Do you have your loupe?” Astrid asked.

“What do you think?” I produced the little jeweler’s magnifying glass from the inside pocket of my vest and peered through it. “Hmm. Just crystals. Nothing fancy inside.”

“No people parts?” she asked flippantly.

“Not here, anyway.” I put my loupe away. “But that does beg the question… are these crystals related to the gemstone bodies we found?”

“If they aren’t,” Astrid said softly, “then it’s the biggest coincidence that’s ever happened. You think… there’s a wyrmsgrave underneath the fort?”

“Wyrmsgrave? I don’t know about that. Cave like the one we found in the wyrmsgrave? Almost undoubtedly. That does beg the question of the necessity of a grave in the first place, or if they only created that cave there because they knew humans wouldn’t stumble across it.”

“Hey!” a voice called out. “Who are you, and what’re you doing standing around?” From outside, a stern man in full plate came tromping inside. He strode right up to us and stared us each down in turn. Not that we could really see his eyes through his helm.

I decided that obeisance wasn’t the play here. “Looking at these crystals. Are they common around here? We’ve come to pass inspection on Starscry, and we⁠—”

“Arrgh!” He turned away and marched over to the crystals. With a slew of swears, he smashed them to pieces with nothing but his gauntleted fists. “These damn things! I swear, even the tiniest crack and they….” He trailed off into random grumbling. When he finished and nothing but shattered shards lay at his feet, he turned back to me. “You say you’re…?”

“Inspectors.”

“Sent from?”

“Goldhaven.”

“Ah.” The wind went out of his sails and his shoulders sagged noticeably. “I… see. It’s been a long, long time since the capital has sent anyone. I… we’ve long thought that they didn’t want to know anything more than they already did.”

I nodded along and stayed silent, hoping he’d keep talking.

“They’ll send new troops, if you want to call them that, but anything in the way of inspections or any inkling that they care what happens here… well.”

“This is our first time,” Vennicera said. “And if I can be frank, we can already tell that we weren’t adequately prepared and briefed for this.”

The man chuckled humorlessly. “Hmm. Perhaps this is a punishment for you, too, then.”

“Is this not a strategically important border fortress?” I asked. “Why would they treat you so poorly?”

His head lowered. “They send bodies. Bodies to hold weapons when the eastern provinces attack. People to repair the cracks in the walls that always seem to appear. Enough to keep the place running. But that’s it. It’s been an age since someone like you came here. If you really want to know, I’ll bet they don’t expect you to come back. I’m sorry. I really am.”

“What’s wrong with this place?”

For a moment, he didn’t react at all. Then, with a sigh, he turned to leave. “I wish I knew. I wish any of us knew. It… grates on you. If you can, finish your inspections and leave. But here’s a piece of advice.” He stopped in the large doorway and didn’t look back. “Don’t look down into the caldera. Not ever, but especially not at night.”

“Why not?” Astrid asked.

The man turned and cocked his head, perhaps taken aback that Astrid had spoken. But he answered, regardless. “Because it looks back. And it doesn’t like what it sees.”

For three solid minutes after the soldier left, we all stood there, perfectly silent. Finally, Vennicera said into the gloom, “We are going down into the caldera, right?”

“Yeah,” I said, sagging a little. “But, um. I’m much less excited about it than I was when we got here.”

“It’s… fine,” Astrid said, although her tone implied that nothing was fine. “If there’s some monsters, we’ll just burn them to a crisp.”

“And if there’s,” I said, “I don’t know, ghosts or something, what then?”

Astrid shrugged. “Does magical fire hurt ghosts?”

“Are ghosts real?” Vennicera asked.

“You know what?” I turned to our coach and started unloading our things. “We’ll deal with whatever comes up when it comes up.”

Fifteen minutes later we all stood at the side of the single, circular road inside the fort with our bags at our feet. We’d packed reasonably light, but weren’t about to walk to our rooms.

One of the stamps on our papers, just a series of numbers and dashes, indicated where our accommodations were. I pulled out the “map” and saw that the man in the office had been right. It wasn’t what I thought it would be. Instead of an actual map, it just listed all the buildings in numerical order. “Say whatever else you want about this place, but they’ve made it pretty damn easy to navigate. Based on how far the numbers go, it looks like our rooms are over there.” I pointed to a spot about a third of the way around the ring.

Three transports went by before one had enough room for us and our baggage. They were stripped down versions of normal coaches with no walls or roofs, more seats, and a more rugged-looking design.

We piled onto the third one between people in full plate, standard-issue uniforms, and slightly nicer versions that were probably for office work. Our own clothes fit in reasonably well. They looked much less worn and the colors were less faded, but wouldn’t draw the eye.

The only word spoken on the entire trip was, “here,” which people would say when the transport approached their destination. Other than that, everyone made the trip in perfect silence. No one said a word getting in, since they all went the same way anyway, and not a single conversation occurred.

I saw a few more golems as we went, but they seemed as lifeless as the ones outside.

Halfway through the journey, I nearly cried out as a wall of fire burst into existence in front of the transport. Its orange flames danced and writhed, and I could feel the magic that created it.

Our driver casually turned the wheel and drove around it.

I swiveled in the seat, just in time to see it flare and dissipate behind us. No one cast it, no runes had been present. The world itself had seemed to will it into life.

No one said a word even then.

We stopped in front of the numbered building that we were lodged in. It looked like the rest of the place. Light stone blocks and dark wood in utilitarian squares. When the transport sped away, I turned towards the caldera. I’d resisted looking for the whole ride. But after the fire, my thoughts wandered and the warnings fell away.

Down below, a yawning black chasm looked back at me. A small ocean of black, cracked rock and nothing else. Except….

Is that something shimmering between a few of the cracks? I can’t quite make out what⁠—

“HEY!”

Someone grabbed my shoulder and pulled me back and off my feet. My ass hit the ground hard.

“Hey, idiot! Are you stupid?”

I looked up to see a large, bearded soldier in the standard uniform glowering down at me.

“Don’t you know shit!?” he bellowed.

“Wha—”

“Don’t look down there, moron! How many times have you been told that? Seriously!?”

“Uh. Just once, actually.”

He opened his mouth to yell at me some more, but faltered when what I said caught up to his brain.

I picked myself up off the ground and gave him a charming smile he very pointedly did not appreciate. “We just got here. Yes, someone said not to look down there. I thought they were joking. It’s just rock.”

He clapped his hands on my shoulders. “Listen, buddy. You don’t know how fucked you are. How much we all are. But you’ll learn. Fast. But listen to me, huh? Don’t look down there. Especially not at night, okay?”

“Okay. But why?”

His mouth worked and his breath quickened slightly as he clearly wrestled with what to say. Perhaps he’d tried to warn people and failed before. “Just… don’t look. Forget about it. Do your job and don’t think about it, okay? Just do your job. Whatever it is.” He turned and stalked away towards one of the neighboring buildings.

I turned to see Astrid looking down into the caldera.

“Stop that.” I grabbed her arm and pulled her away from the road.

She leaned in close. “Lys… I thought I saw something glimmering down there just now.”

“Yeah, me too, but let’s get settled in before we start tempting fate, okay?”

“Fair enough.”


Chapter Forty




Our rooms turned out to be a complete and massive shock.

They were kind of nice.

Vennicera stretched out on her bed. “This is comfortable! And roomy! And look at these covers!” She pulled up the edge to reveal a few layers of thick, soft blankets.

“I hope you’re not expecting to take these beds for a test run. I can’t think of many places less sexy than this.”

She pouted hard.

“Oh, I can,” Astrid said from her own bed. “Remember that night in the wyrmsgrave? We had that little alchemical fire and our tiny tents? And the whole place felt wrong the second we stepped into it? And it consisted of nothing but ash and long-dead dragon bones for miles? I’m pretty sure we commented at the time, but spooky caldera aside, I think that place ranks as much less sexy. This one has real beds in a real room.”

“That was,” I said, “incredibly less sexy, yes. But seriously, Vennicera, I don’t think we’re going to be in the mood here.”

“Ugh. Speak for yourself.”

“So, what is the plan now?” Astrid asked.

“Well.” I stood by the window, and it took all the willpower I had not to gaze out over the caldera. “I’d like to do a little actual intel first. As much as I want to fly straight out there, there might not be anything to see from above. And before we go outing ourselves with a lot of magic, let’s see what we can see. We’ll do the jobs we ostensibly came here to do. People might be chattier than we think.”

“With you two, maybe,” Astrid said.

Vennicera sat up and waited until they locked eyes. “Astrid. Are you serious?”

“...What?”

“You’re posing as a servant. You’re going to be way more privy to shit than we are. We’re essentially the government. We might be able to command people to tell us things. We might be able to intimidate or manipulate things out of their mouths, but you? People are just gonna say shit around you. Either because they relate to you⁠—”

“Unlikely, as a Scaled. Ahem. Wyrmborn.”

“—Uh huh, or because they’re going to disregard you. Do you have any idea how much sensitive information I’ve learned just by standing unassumingly off to the side? Veritable mountains.”

Astrid’s eyes lowered to Vennicera’s chest. “Uh huh. Speaking of mountains. People just… don’t notice you. I’m supposed to believe that?”

“Ha!” She sat up and pointed to her face. “Notice me the person? Hell no they don’t. If anything, my tits make me — the person — even more invisible. A lot of people assume I’m stupid because of them. I guarantee if you show a little skin and give the right people a vapid smile, they’ll disregard any hint of your intelligence. And they’ll talk like you’re not even there. And before you say anything! Yes, even you. Even a Wyrmborn. Because you’re a woman. A hot one.”

“It’s true,” I said helpfully.

Astrid sighed and slumped down onto her bed. “Well. Okay. I’ll give it a try, at least.”

Vennicera grinned. “That’s the spirit!”

Wow, Astrid wouldn’t have reacted like that when I met her. She’s come a long way. I flipped through the other notebook I’d been given and checked the time. “Well crap. We better go eat within the next hour. If we miss it, we probably won’t get the chance until tomorrow.”

Vennicera’s eyes twinkled and she pinned down Astrid with a glance. “This’ll be good practice. I’ll talk you through some situations wherever we end up.”

“Oh. Good. Sounds… fun.”

Vennicera burst out laughing at Astrid’s incredulous expression.

I managed not to laugh along with her.

We took the next transport around most of the caldera. During our ride, we slid around on two ice patches, navigated a field of floating rocks, and at one point, we all swore we heard actual people screaming.

No one from the fort reacted to any of this in the slightest, except to drive around it.

When we got off, we had a quick and vehement discussion about what we’d seen and heard, mostly to make sure we weren’t going insane.

“No one did anything!” Astrid said. “I barely caught anyone looking at all the random magic. Even the screams didn’t faze anyone!”

“This would be a little funny,” I said, “if we hadn’t been warned by a handful of people already. Everyone’s acting like this is nothing but a mild nuisance, but I’ll just bet some dangerous things happen as well.”

“Yeah.” Vennicera nodded. “What haven’t we seen yet that warrants all the fear?”

The mess hall, once again, surpassed our expectations. Instead of long, utilitarian tables I had assumed we’d see, the sprawling room had furniture that would have been at home in an upscale pub. The room stretched through three separate buildings, if “seperate” could be used to describe anything inside the fort.

The menu, however, did not provide a lot of choice.

Or any.

We were handed trays with a few plates and large glasses with zero conversation. The cooks through the serving window had the same dead eyes and did not meet my gaze.

Vennicera and I chose a little table off to one side between a few groups of people. We sat down with our cuts of mystery meat, potatoes, and various vegetables. We only had water to drink.

Astrid, with a little cajoling, went to the end of the room where a crowd of servants already sat.

“You’ll do great!” Vennicera said.

“Uh huh.”

For a little while, we ate in silence, but when none of the conversations around us were about anything useful, we began discussing the effects we’d seen, a little too loudly.

We drew some looks and a few scowls, but no one took the bait.

I’d naturally assumed everyone would be leaping at the opportunity to tell us how little we knew, how much we were in for.

But they just didn’t.

Vennicera leaned in. “Hardly anyone’s checking me out, either.” She wore a tight shirt that didn’t show a lot of skin, but she couldn’t have hid what she had if she’d wanted to. And she didn’t want to. “It’s weirding me out more than anything else.”

I gave her a level look. “Uh huh. I’ll bet it is.”

“Oh, shut up, Lys! It is! Do you have any idea how many sets of eyes are glued to my tits normally?”

“I can imagine.”

She grimaced. “I feel like a ghost. I don’t like it.”

We finished eating without overhearing or baiting a single useful conversation.

Astrid had had far better luck than us.

We took the transport back to our rooms with only a single weird event — ice again — happening along the way. Once we closed the door behind us, Astrid beamed. “Wow, you were right, Vennicera! Servants do hear everything!”

“Mmmmmmhmmmmm.”

Astrid laughed. “I don’t even mean me. I mean the others. For a little bit, I tried your whole subterfuge angle, but I got sick of that real fast, so I just asked everyone around me about shit.”

Vennicera’s self-satisfied expression dropped off. “Oh. Well. Whatever works.”

“So, apparently, even before Starscry got built, this place had a reputation.”

“Back when it was Blackfall,” I said.

“Yeah, although no one knew that name. Haunted they all said. Which, I mean, we can see that, right? But it’s a little more than that.” She paused for dramatic effect, making sure we were both paying attention. “It’s not just the random magic. It’s the crystals growing all over the place. I guess it’s some people’s full time jobs to search around and stamp out any of them. They’ll appear in out of the way spots if no one’s looking constantly.”

“I’m assuming,” I said, “that they’re not just crystals.”

“No. They can….” She paused for dramatic effect.

“Oh just say it.”

She snickered, but the humor instantly dropped off her face. “They can infect people.”

Vennicera and I stared.

“Yeah. No one knows exactly how it happens, because making contact with them isn’t even necessary, but sometimes people crystallize.” She beamed when she finally got a jaw-dropping reaction out of us. “Not like we saw in the cave, but people will get,” her face soured, “rashes, for lack of a better word. And there’s no cure. Just… amputation.”

“I… see.” I said.

“It’s all pretty hush-hush for some reason. People will just show up with fewer fingers, or a missing foot, or,” she recoiled, “a big patch of skin missing with bandaging over it. I guess it’s not all the time, but it happens.”

“Did you find out,” Vennicera asked, “what happens if you look into the caldera?”

“No. And I asked. But no one wanted to answer that one. They were pretty free about the other stuff, but they wouldn’t say much there. Just to… not look.”

“We’re going to look tonight, right?” I asked.

They both vehemently nodded.

“Okay, good. But in the interests of safety, maybe we should take turns, with the others watching whoever’s looking. I’ll heroically take the first look.”


Chapter Forty-One




We sat around until nightfall. It shortly came. The activity outside the window died down a little, but the transports still ran as often as they did during the sunlight hours.

“Well,” I said aloud to the room.

I turned to the window and gazed out over the caldera. In the periphery of my vision, Astrid and Vennicera came to sit beside me. They said nothing.

Like before, after a moment, I noticed an iridescent shimmering in one of the cracks of the caldera’s black stone. It drew my eyes like a beacon, and although it didn’t seem to do anything, I couldn’t look away.

Some minutes later, Astrid asked, “Lys?”

I turned. “Yeah?”

“Just wondering if you’re still in there. You’ve kinda been standing perfectly still.”

“Oh. Sorry. Just… hoping for a little more, to be honest. After all the build up, I thought there’d be something more mystical out there. But it’s just lights. Pretty lights, but just lights. I do kinda want to go down there. But I think it’s just curiosity, not a malign force stealing my thoughts.”

“Screw it,” Vennicera said. “I’m looking, too.” A few minutes passed. “Huh. That is pretty.”

“Do you feel,” Astrid asked, “an overwhelming desire to go down there?”

“I’d say it’s regularly-whelming.”

“Well, I’m gonna look, too.”

For probably twenty minutes after that, we all stared into the caldera. I had almost given up hope that anything would happen when it did.

The shimmering lights came and went, bubbling up from different cracks and fissures. They’d shine for a bit before fading away, without any semblance of order. Then, with no warning whatsoever, silhouettes of people started to appear around the lights.

“Oh, damn,” I breathed. “Okay. Now we’re getting somewhere.”

All our jaws slowly dropped as the figures started to run and… fall. Sometimes they would writhe, sometimes they fell flat and faded away, and sometimes they fell to their knees, looking for all the world like they were begging for mercy.

Mercy that didn’t come.

“Lys?” Astrid asked. “What in the hells are we looking at?”

“I don’t know.”

“Ghosts?”

“Ghosts aren’t real.”

“Are you sure?”

“I was.” But as I looked down at the shockingly lifelike movements of the bright forms, I started to doubt even that. “Surely they’re not actually ghosts,” I said, mostly to convince myself.

“Then what are they?” Vennicera’s voice trembled in a way I hadn’t heard before. “Because they… they look….”

“Pretty damn real?” I shrugged. “Welp. Nothing for it. We’re going down there now, right?”

“It is what we came here for,” Astrid said in a voice that didn’t hold a single note of conviction. “Should we… all go?”

I turned and waited until she met my eyes. “Do you want to stay behind?”

“Hells no!”

“Do you want Vennicera to stay behind?”

“As if,” Vennicera muttered.

“...No.”

“I guess we’re all going, then. Be ready for… something. Now.” I fiddled with the windows. “These open, right?” After a little cajoling, I managed to swing them outward. I channeled, cloaking us all in perfect invisibility. “I sort of wanted to explore this place a little more before we started doing things, but… we’re not waiting.”

We slipped out the windows and hovered in the air.

I closed the windows and without a backward glance, we shot out into the night.

“They say people go down there and never come back,” Astrid said along the way. “Are these their ghosts?”

“I still don’t believe in ghosts. Not… quite yet.”

The yawning, black caldera opened out below us as we zipped along. I steered us close to the first group of not-ghosts we found. Like the rest of the light show, they came and went with no discernible pattern.

I let our invisibility momentarily drop as our feet touched down on the solid rock. An eerie feeling washed over my skin the second they did. I shuddered at the unexpectedness of it, only to turn and see the others doing the same, their faces screwed up in fear and disgust.

“It’s the same,” Astrid said, rubbing her arms.

“The same?” Vennicera asked.

“The same feeling that permeated the wyrmsgrave that Lys and I went to before. It just… feels wrong. Like we shouldn’t be here. Like there’s something unnatural that we’re disturbing.”

“Yeah.” Vennicera nodded. “That’s… pretty accurate.”

“That was a wyrmsgrave.” I gazed out over the darkness. “Is this one, too? It’s nothing like the other one. That one had an endless expanse of ash and, you know, actual dragon bones. This is a natural formation.” I said what I said, but I couldn’t deny the feeling that slowly crept into my bones.

Suddenly, all around us, even more not-ghosts appeared. We’d landed a little distance away from another group, which vanished shortly before we were surrounded.

“Shit!” Astrid screamed and stumbled back as a bright figure ran straight for her. Then straight through her like she wasn’t even there. “Ugh!” She shivered hard and fell on her butt. “What the hells!?”

“Are you okay?” I reached out and pulled her back to her feet. “Did it hurt you?”

“No, but wow it felt weird! It was… wait, can we…?”

“Yeah.”

We all took to the air once more, leaving the not-ghosts below. All of them moved in fear, either running from something or begging for their lives. All of it read as perfectly real and convincing.

“Holy hells!” Astrid shivered again. “When it passed through me, I felt a bit of magic, like I was channeling just a little. But it… I…. I also felt… what it felt.”

“You… what?”

“I felt its emotions. Her emotions. Like they were my own. For a second, it was like being in someone else’s head. Like when we first bonded, do you remember? We could feel each other’s thoughts and feelings, just for a moment. It was like that. And she was terrified.”

“Of what?”

“I don’t know. Something big? Death, that’s for sure. But I didn’t get anything more than that.”

“You two stay here.” I gazed down at the supposed ghosts. “I’m going to do some research.”

“You are not!”

“I am. Just wait. I’ll be okay.” I descended quickly towards the ground again, Astrid’s demands that I come back up drifting by me as I went. “I’ll be fine!” I called, just before I realized that none of us should be yelling.

Whatever.

My feet touched the ground. I picked out one of the ghosts and strode right over to it. After only a split-second of hesitation, I stepped into it.

Its feelings washed over me. An older man, his hands up before him, quaking in the same fear that Astrid described. It nearly buckled my knees. I’d never in my life felt so afraid. Overwhelmed, I stepped out of the light. “Uh. Well.” I came down here for some research. One sample isn’t good research. I tried a few more ghosts with similar results. Most felt nothing but terror. Some, however, gave me nothing but a feeling of tired resignation.

A single one wanted whatever was happening to them all.

That one weirded me out more than any of the others.

They all gave me a small sense of magic, like I channeled for a minor spell.

I flew back up to Astrid and Vennicera and told them what I’d experienced.

After a little discussion, we all agreed to fly around and scope out the rest of the caldera. Or as much as we reasonably could. “No more interacting with the things down there, which I’m not going to call ghosts.” I said.

“But, I mean,” Astrid grimaced, “they have feelings and they, you know… probably….”

“All died,” Vennicera finished for her.

“Yeah.”

“They’re still not ghosts,” I repeated. “No, I don’t know what they are. But I’m not calling them ghosts. Anyway, let’s fly around and meet back at our building. My illusions should have no trouble lasting that long.”

For the next hour, we all flew around, seeing what we could see. Lots more shimmering lights appeared all the time, and the not-ghosts made numerous appearances. I desperately wanted to find a way further down underground. I tried to peer into the cracks and fissures, hoping one of them would lead downwards, but I only found disappointment, time and time again. There’s something under this place. The Exiled Failure, in all likelihood. Whatever the hells that means. Gods! I’m so sick of not knowing things! And we’re so damn close. I can feel it. So close to getting some answers, finally.

The crystals and their infectious nature piqued my interest more than anything else. That combined with the eerie feeling told me we were literally hovering over the secrets we wanted. If we could only find a way in.

Finally, I had to give up. I hadn’t felt the other two channeling in a little while, and the last time I had, they were heading towards our rooms.

A little exasperated, I flew back as well.

The window opened and I dropped back in our rooms to close it behind me and let my spell drop.

Vennicera had sprawled out on the bed.

Astrid was nowhere to be seen.

“She went out to get some drinks,” Vennicera said when I asked. “Apparently you can do that at any time, even though the food’s on a tight schedule. I don’t think they’re going to be good drinks, but you know.”

“I doubt it. Did you find anything?”

She shook her head. “No. Just more of the same. I kinda thought there’d be something out there, but it’s all rock and lights. Nothing else. You?”

I sank down into a chair by the window, looking out into the night. “No. I doubt there’s a way down out there. If there is, it’ll take us forever to find it. Which leaves us with two options. Just blast our way down or… find out if there’s a path downwards inside the fort.”


Chapter Forty-Two




Blowing our way through the rock of the caldera remained a viable option, although doing so would draw all the attention to us. If we knew where we were going, we might have been able to excavate a certain area without too much noise. But strip mining the place couldn’t be done in secret.

So we did what we’d planned on doing all along, posing as inspectors.

It became quickly apparent that this plan would work out even better than we could have hoped. Not only did everyone seem uninterested in our activities in general, but the slight air of authority we had made nearly everyone very compliant. I got the impression that it wasn’t out of a sense of duty or fear, but instead they seemed to want to get through our questions and back to their own business. I only had to quote regulation three times, and it didn’t appear like the people I spoke to knew of it. On one hand, the ease with which I could coax people made it all easier, but on the other, I rued the amount of time Vennicera and I had spent memorizing it all, convinced we’d need it.

Only one problem consistently got in our way during our days of searching.

No one could actually tell us anything. It seemed like Starscry ran on fear and taboo. People acclimated to this life, mostly because they had to, but no one knew anything worth knowing.

After a few encounters, I pressed my authority on someone who outranked me, and they folded much like everyone else.

I cornered a senior official in the water purification facility, a middle-aged woman with a few gray hairs and a fair amount of rank on her sleeve.

“Hi, I’m—” I started to say.

She held up a hand. “Yes, yes. I know who you are. I’ve heard. I can’t believe Goldhaven sent someone like you. It’s been ages.” Her eyes darted around the building, a large open space with many machines and harried people pulling levers and reading dials. “As you can see, everything’s in proper order. I’m sure there’s somewhere else that needs your attention more than⁠—”

“It looks a little understaffed to me.”

She stiffened, her eyes taking on a tiny edge of fear. “Of course not. Surely you know that⁠—”

“If it were properly staffed, would everyone be running around, looking like things might explode if they pulled the wrong lever?”

“I assure you that⁠—”

“Does the water come from underground sources?” I kept my voice level and calm while I refused to meet her eyes. I peered around at the machinery with an air of dissatisfaction.

“W-what? No, it’s piped in from a nearby river.”

“Why?”

“Why what?” Her words came out more and more clipped.

“Surely an underground source would be more efficient. How much energy must be used to carry it all this way? We’re on the lip of a caldera. You’re not getting it here with gravity. Why cover all that distance?”

“I….”

“Is there something wrong with sources underneath?” In all likelihood, whatever tunnels and caverns lay below were probably filled with magma. Probably. I sure as hells didn’t know. But the more flustered she became, the more sure I was that I had stumbled on to something.

“There’s… no water down there.”

I chose this moment to pin her down with a silent glare.

Her eyes darted around again, and her lips worked before she said, “It… has to be pumped in.”

“What’s down below the caldera?”

Her breath came faster, and she unconsciously shook her head. “Nothing.”

I cocked my head at her, still holding her gaze. “I’ve overheard people talking about the caldera. Saying strange things. Is there something… toxic out there? A hazard to the people’s health here? Something… I should know about?”

“No. No, of course not.”

“And the very clear instructions I’ve received to not even look out there? What of that? And the anomalies here that I keep experiencing. And the crystal problem? Are these all related?”

“The crystals are… a natural phenomenon. A creeping, consistent problem, as I’m sure you’ve been told. A peculiarity of the area. The caldera… it….” She so desperately wanted to warn me against it, but knew I wouldn’t take that as an answer.

I folded my arms and waited.

“It’s a… a glare… that’s harmful to your eyes. Especially at night. I’m sorry, if you’ll excuse me!” She turned on her heel and sped away through the room, not stopping for a second as I called out after her.

She’s a horrible liar.

I tried speaking with some of the people who’d been standing around us, but they cowered in fear so hard that I could barely stand to grill them without feeling bad. Not that they knew anything anyway.

After some time, it became clear that questioning people wouldn’t help, unless I could get the fort’s High Commander herself, but she always happened to be on the other side of the ring, no matter when I tried to pin her down.

Eventually, I tried another tactic.

It took a while, but I traveled around the entire ring, building by building, making sure they were labeled correctly on the map. I spent hours doing it over the course of a few days. No one questioned my activities a single time.

I’d completed nearly the entire ring before I found what I’d been looking for.

Between buildings sixty-three and sixty-four, a single, locked door sat in the wall. It had no label, which marked it as unusual, since everything else had clear signage. If I actually was an inspector, I would have given the place very high marks for that. The map made navigation easy.

I asked a few random passersby what it was, but no one knew. I didn’t get the hint they were lying to me, even as they barely slowed down to answer my questions.

Catching a break when no one could see me, I channeled some strength into my arms; enough to force it. I could have asked Vennicera for an unlocking spell. If one existed, she’d know it.

But I just couldn’t wait.

It opened with a crack, the wooden frame buckling under the pressure. I slipped inside and shut it behind me, blocking out all light. I summoned a bright orb and held it out, illuminating a staircase that led down.

Way down.


Chapter Forty-Three




“No one around here knows shit!”

I stepped back into our rooms to hear Vennicera going on a tirade.

“I’ve talked to a thousand people it seems like, and they either don’t know a damn thing, have nothing to say but vague warnings, or actively give me the runaround!”

Astrid sat by the window, looking out into the caldera. “Yeah. I haven’t had any luck either. No one who knows anything would even talk to me, and I didn’t overhear anything at all. I did what you suggested, just inserted myself into some random places and looked unassuming, but no one spoke of much more than they needed to. Just conversations about work and little else. Well, a lot of people bitched about hating it here, but that’s not useful either.”

Vennicera opened her mouth to continue, but she stopped when she noticed me standing there.

“Didn’t even hear the door?” I asked.

She planted her fists on her hips. “I was busy complaining, I’ll have you know. And unless you found anything, the whole ‘blow the damn place up’ plan is looking more and more appealing.”

I smiled and paused for dramatic effect. “I did find something.”

She narrowed her eyes at me, but when she decided I wasn’t joking she scoffed. “No way. No way anyone told you shit.”

I chuckled and came to sit on the edge of my bed. “Nope. Not even close. I had the same experiences you did. I found my own clues. While I never got a clear answer, it became obvious that the higher ups know something. So I assumed there had to be a mundane way down under the caldera.” I filled them in on the mystery door and the staircase to the hells.

Astrid shivered at the name. “Uh, can we not call it that?”

“You busted in the door?” Vennicera asked.

“Yeah. So we better go down there tonight before anyone notices anything.”

“You don’t have to tell me twice! I’m getting almost as fed up with this shithole as everyone else here. I slipped on that phantom ice twice! Fell right on my ass! And not a single person even offered a hand.”

“Yeah,” Astrid said, “I got the crap scared out of me by some random screaming. Just once, though. I don’t think the screams happen as much as the other stuff. I also noticed some crystals a few times. I bashed them for good measure. Anyway! When the hells does it get dark today?”

“Not soon enough.”

We ate dinner while we waited. Everyone gave us a wide berth. I think we were getting a reputation. Better to finish this, then.

As soon as the last rays of light dimmed, we headed out towards the mystery door.

“Lys?” Astrid whispered along the way. “Should we have brought our armor?”

“If there had been a way to safely do it, probably. But it’ll be fine.”

“Sure. Just fine.”

I let the chill that ran down my spine at her words pass on by without comment.

We touched down in front of the door and, when we got the chance, slipped inside to the narrow landing before the stairs descended. The frame was still broken, just as I’d left it. At least one thing went well.

I summoned an orb of light and took the lead down the stairs. They were carved directly into the stone and polished smooth.

“This is it,” Astrid said along the way. She’d come down last in line.

“It better be worth it,” I muttered.

“After all that?” Vennicera said. “You’re damn right. But… I mean. C’mon. With all the weird shit here? There’s something down there alright.”

“True.” I set a reasonable pace, and after a while, it became apparent the stairway wasn’t straight. We were curving around at a very soft angle. “I think we’re headed down into the middle of the caldera now.”

Just as I thought the stairs would never end — I’d almost just started flying when my legs started to ache — we came to another door, steel-reinforced and heavy. But unlocked.

I opened it after a backwards glance at the others.

Inside, it opened up into a world of perfect darkness.

“What the fuck?” Vennicera whispered over my shoulder.

I sent the ball of light outwards into the gloom, but its rays bounced off nothing at all, aside from the cave wall the door resided in. Belatedly, I looked down and noticed a ladder descending below. “Oh.”

As we climbed down, our footsteps on the rungs drifted out into total silence. Just as my legs started to ache once more, we finally made it to the bottom. We could have drifted down, of course. But the feeling of actually touching something solid in this gloom grounded me a little.

“Oof.” Astrid stretched long and hard. “How long was that? Like a hundred stories or something?”

“I don’t know.” I created a few more orbs and sent them up and around. Aside from a mostly smooth floor, they revealed much of the stone wall. It, like the staircase, curved ever so slightly. “This is man-made. No way a cave would be like this.”

“Man-made,” Vennicera mumbled, “or dragon-made.”

“Hmm. Or that.” I lifted my light up even higher and made them brighter. Along the walls, now that we could see a huge chunk of them, long, curving runes had been carved into the rock.

“Oh, Lys.” Astrid’s voice wavered. “Oh, shit.”

“I know. I see it, too.”

“What?” Vennicera’s eyes had gone wide. “What!?”

“This looks like the same kind of runes, or something like it, that we found in that weird, not-a-Hellsmouth cave before.”

Astrid turned around and summoned a few flaming orbs of her own, sending them away from us and out into the darkness. They revealed nothing more than a smooth floor.

She’d been looking for crystal people, I knew.

A sinking feeling in my gut said we simply hadn’t gone far enough yet.

“The… cave with all the gems?” Vennicera asked. “From the wyrmsgrave?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you surprised?”

I blinked and turned towards her. “I, um. Well. I guess I shouldn’t be.”

She snorted. “C’mon, Lys. You knew we were going to find something down here. Why not that?”

“Oh… I hate it.” Astrid huddled in on herself.

I reached out and squeezed her shoulder. “Remember, we’re multiple times stronger than we were last time we encountered that. We could easily kill that red dragon at this point.”

She brightened noticeably. “You know what? You’re right. Let’s get in there and blow the hells out of whatever dragon-monsters are down here!” Her eyes didn’t quite live up to the enthusiasm of her words, but she marched on anyway.

We started to find piles of gems soon.

The same rough, irregular chunks we’d found before in a rainbow of colors.

No discernable people parts, though.

“Lys?” Vennicera asked as we waded through. “What’s the difference between a gem and a crystal?”

I groaned. “Ugh. It’s been a nice, long time since anyone asked me that. The short answer is it’s complicated.”

She looked at me expectantly and said nothing.

I couldn’t suppress another groan. “Okay. Well. Crystals have repeating structures, gems… can but don’t always. A lot of what makes a gem a technical gem is refinement, but it depends on the material that makes them up, and… do you really care right now?”

She grinned. “I didn’t but it’s fun seeing you exasperated.”

“I’m glad someone’s enjoying this hellsmarch,” Astrid said under her breath.

Just for the sport of it, I continued giving Vennicera a lecture, even though I had never enjoyed this particular one, since no one ever seemed to grasp the subtleties of the subject.

For a few moments, I sort of forgot where we were.

Right up until we started to find intact people.

Just before we did, we all sensed a change in the air. A flow of errant magic that echoed what we’d felt during the random occurrences up top.

We’d barely commented on it when Astrid screamed.

She jumped back, her hands erupting in fire.

Nothing happened.

But in front of her, in a pile of other colorful gems, a whole body lay on its back. It had been a woman, and she held her hands out in front of her, her face contorted in a rictus of fear.

“Wow,” Vennicera said, looking down on it. “You told me what they were, and it did not prepare me for the reality of it. This is… just awful. It’s so real.”

“Yeah.” I knelt down by the body. At this point, I knew that’s what it was. This had once been a real person. “What we feel in those echoes up top… that’s what people felt down here. Right before… they died. Were crystalized. Whatever.” We stared down at her in silence for a few moments before I pushed myself up to stand. “C’mon. Let’s keep moving.”

While we couldn’t be sure, we almost had to be on course for the center of the caldera. In ages past, this all must have been filled with roiling magma. Probably. Someone who knew about volcanoes would likely know.

Not me.

How long after this was formed was it hollowed out and made into… whatever the hells it is?

As we went on, we found more and more people. Some were still standing up, which creeped us all out even more.

Like the other place, we strode past mountains of gems. I had to wonder if they were all people at one point or not. They didn’t have the same style of broken edges the statues did.

Well. The corpses.

Finally, at what had to be the center, we found one last crystal person. She stood with her hands clasped in the center of a vast ring of the same desiccated prismatic scales we’d found before. They crunched and turned to dust under our steps in the huge circle. Beyond the scales, crystal people in various poses stood in silent stillness.

“See any golden scales?” Astrid asked as we started in.

“I don’t, but keep looking.” I picked up the prismatic scales, only to watch them disintegrate as I did. I still couldn’t make sense of them.

Finally, I crunched through the pile and made my way to the woman in the middle. As I drew close, I slowed, convinced my eyes played tricks on me.

Half of her face looked… normal. Like skin. The other half reflected the light like all the rest of the gems, but even her hair on this side looked real. A dark black that didn’t seem to just be the shadows.

I stopped in front of her.

She opened her eye.


Chapter Forty-Four




I stumbled back and fell, a cry escaping my lips.

“Lys!” Astrid and Vennicera both yelled.

They ran through the crumbling scales to my side, helping me to my feet again. As they did, they both followed my gaze to the woman.

“Oh shit!” Astrid yelled.

Vennicera said nothing, but her entire body tensed.

The woman’s eye was a solid, rich blue. While she had no pupil or iris, by the way it moved, she could apparently see us. Her lips parted, and she drew in a halting breath.

We all stayed perfectly still.

My jaw had dropped to the ground.

“Shun sha’kor,” she said in a croaking voice.

I blinked, my thoughts exploding into a cascade of old memories, words studied long ago, nearly forgotten. “Shun… sha’kor,” I said.

Astrid and Vennicera gaped at me.

“It’s… old draconic,” I said. “It’s a greeting.”

The crystal woman looked at us each in turn. “Dras’ni’kal. Ushi ma fen.” Her voice came out in soft croaks, as if it hadn’t been used in some time.

Centuries?

“I….” I wracked my brain for the meaning of the words, but I couldn’t remember. I had always had a reference beside me when translating the old texts. I’d barely ever imagined I’d be using the language in real time. “Zeshri Lysander. Zeshran da ka?”

“What are you saying?” Astrid asked. “Are you asking her her name?”

“Yeah.”

“Zeshri Tuali. Fa nah kem?” Her words came out so soft we could barely hear them.

“Ugh. I….” I struggled to find meaning, but the words tumbled uselessly in my head. “I don’t know what she’s saying. Absent gods, I should have brought an old lexicon.”

“Zunifara shesh’ni kal?”

I spread my hands. “I’m sorry. I…. Um.” I pointed at my chest. “San… quen.” I turned to the others. “It means ‘no words.’ I hope she understands.”

The woman fixed me with her lazy gaze for a moment. “Zara. Alay. Suna. Kzeth.”

“Wait… that’s not….”

“Those are a sigil and runes!” Vennicera quickly dug into her pockets and produced a folded piece of paper and a pen.

“You just… have those on you?” Astrid asked.

“You never know!” She unfolded it and laid it on the ground. She looked up at the woman and repeated, “Zara. Alay. Suna. Kzeth. Right!?” She nodded, her eyes questioning as she wrote down the sigil and its attendant runes.

“Irna.”

“That means yes,” I said.

For the next half hour, the mystery woman patiently spoke the runes to a massive spell. Vennicera had to get out two more pieces of paper before it was all transcribed.

As they did, Astrid and I stood off to the side.

“What the hells is going on, Lys?”

“I’m not sure why you think I’d know.”

She snorted and shook her head. “Fair. But who is she? Almost her entire body is crystal. Just… part of her face is left. That’s… not possible.”

“But here we are.”

“Yeah. Is it… could it be? Is she the… Exiled Failure?”

I crossed my arms and listened to a few more runes. “I don’t know. Maybe. But I was expecting a dragon. Or hells, maybe even a Wyrmborn. But she doesn’t have horns. Or scales.”

“But her eye….”

“Yeah. She’s not fully human, whatever she is.”

Once the quiet list of runes finally stopped, Vennicera stood and came over to us, new spell in hand. “We’re done, I think.”

I peered down at it. “Do you have any idea what it does?”

She sniffed and gave us a tiny shake of her head. “I don’t even have a clue. Some of these pairings don’t even make sense, honestly. It’s nothing like any spell I’ve ever seen before. It also connects sigils to runes that, as far as I know, can’t work together.”

“You think she might just be insane?” I asked.

She shrugged and glanced over her shoulder. “I don’t know, but I don’t think so. It’s hard to read someone with half a face and a weird eye, but she seems lucid. And she repeated pairings to me when I needed her to, so it can’t just be random mutterings.”

“Well. We’re going to cast it, whatever it is, right? What else are we going to do at this point? Whoever, whatever, she is, she’s our best lead. She speaks old draconic. She has to know things.”

Vennicera, of course, cast the spell. Even with a reference right in front of me, I would have struggled to cast something of its complexity.

As the sigils and their runes appeared in the air over her head, I felt the pull of magic flowing through me. As more and more of the spell locked into place, it surged hard, a torrent of power that would have burnt me out had I tried to channel it all before the heartsblood. As it stood, the spell took nearly all I could give it.

Vennicera felt it as well, judging by the wild state of her eyes, but she didn’t falter, just kept channeling into the new runes until the whole thing finally coalesced above our heads.

“Holy shit, it’s working!” Vennicera yelled. “I… kinda didn’t think it would!”

The power swirled in the air, shaped by her pattern, before descending down onto Tuali and sinking into her chest.

She closed her eye and let out a long, slow exhale.

The magic glowed inside her crystal body, slowly extending out from her heart and through her veins as we watched. Her chest turned first, softening from hard gemstone into light skin. The change spread through her whole body.

Within a few minutes, the crystal had faded away, leaving nothing but normal skin behind. She sagged to the ground and let out a bright laugh.

If she’d been wearing clothes when she’d been crystalized, they’d long since rotted away.

“Shanikara! Va gell ni na!” She laughed again and raised her hands up in front of her face, turning them forwards and back, just gazing upon them in obvious joy.

“...Tuali?” I stepped forward, unsure of what to make of any of this.

“Lysander.” My name sounded foreign on her tongue.

I’d never heard an accent like hers before.

She looked at Astrid and Vennicera and asked, “Zeshran da ka?”

They told her their names.

“San quen? Azni yar?” she asked me.

“San quen.” No words.

She nodded and held out her hand towards Vennicera.

“What? Oh.” She handed over the pen and papers.

Tuali wrote down a much less complicated spell, barely pausing between runes, and handed it to Vennicera. “Uruz na.”

Vennicera looked askance at me, and when I nodded, she cast the new, small spell. When the magic took shape, it spread in all directions. When it passed over me, I felt a truly strange sensation, as if it meant to seep into my very mind.

It didn’t feel bad, per se, which made it all the more terrifying in the moment.

Before anyone could react to this — and the others felt it, judging by their reactions — it came and went.

“What… was that?” I asked.

Tuali looked up at me. “It was,” she said slowly, “a translation spell. Is it working?” Her lips moved, forming old draconic words, and somewhere in the back of my mind, I heard them as I knew them, but their meanings rang clear in my head.

“Holy hells,” I muttered. “Yeah. Yeah it is. I… didn’t know such things existed.”

Vennicera just blinked, her eyes wide.

Astrid beamed. “That’s so damn cool!”

“It has not been given to humans,” Tuali said, still sitting naked on the ground. “The Elders believe it would be too great a gift. ‘If they desire to speak to us in the high tones’ — our language — ‘then they must learn it.’ So they say.”

“Our language.” I said. “Does that mean that you are…?”

Tuali’s face darkened. “A dragon? Yes. And now, no.”

“Tuali. This may very well be a horrible question to ask you. And I apologize if you find it offensive. But we came here to find something or someone called the ‘Exiled Failure.’ Is that…?”

Her eyes, both a rich blue now, dropped to the ground. “That is me, yes. I am the one you have come to find. May I ask how you began this journey?”

“It’s a very long story. One I don’t mind telling you, but first… can one of us give you a jacket or something?”

She smiled. “Thank you, but I do not require it. I do not share your concept of modesty, and I am not susceptible to the cold. Or at least I wasn’t. Who knows, now?”

I glanced over at the others to see Astrid practically bouncing on her heels. I raised my brow at her.

“Sorry! Okay, I just, I have to know!” She sat down beside Tuali and noticeably restrained herself from leaning too close. “Can dragons just transform into people? At will or something!? Is that where Wyrmborn come from!?”

Tuali met her eyes, and then looked up towards Astrid’s horns. She raised a hand and gently caressed one of them.

Astrid looked nearly ready to cry.

I couldn’t imagine what emotions were exploding inside her head.

“Sister-kin. Your horns are beautiful. Thank you for allowing me to touch them.” Her eyes narrowed, and I caught a world of sadness in her words.

She doesn’t have horns.

…Anymore?

“To answer your question, some dragons gain the ability to take on human form. It is special, and rare, and given freely by bond-kin.” She turned towards me. “Or it was. When there were still bond-kin. That is what you are, isn’t it, Lysander?”

In answer, I opened my shirt, displaying the two scales.

Her eyes widened. “A… golden scale.” She subtly shook her head. “Then… he has been… successful? But… no. If you have it, then…?”

At my gesture, Vennicera and I sat down on the ground as well.

“Tuali,” I said, “we have a world of questions for you. Perhaps you have just as many for us. If… I may begin?”

“Yes, of course.”

I met Astrid and Vennicera’s eyes. “I think the most pressing one is just… how in the world did you end up here? Like this?”

Tuali’s lips quirked up in a pained, humorless smile. “I was to be the first.”

“The first…?” Vennicera asked.

“Ascended dragon. You know of ancient ones among us with prismatic scales.” Her eyes slid over to my chest. “No dragon, no matter how old, how skilled, or how powerful, has ever achieved more than a cluster of prismatic scales. Our kind has long sought to find a way to fully ascend, to become fully prismatic.”

Her lip curled and she turned away. “Our king⁠—”

“Wait,” I said. “You have a king?”

“Yes. I am not surprised you do not know. Much of our knowledge has been kept from humankind. You are seen as… lesser.”

No one responded to that.

“Our hierarchy, our true cities⁠—”

THERE ARE DRAGON CITIES!?

“—have all been kept from you. Cloistered away, as your presence would sully it all. I am sorry. This is what dragonkind largely believes. I do not, but my voice was ever small.” She absently ran a hand over the smooth stone floor. “You cannot imagine my elation when I was chosen to be the first to ascend. I knew I was little more than a prototype. A test. But still, I believed I would be a shining example for all dragons. Once I ascended, my voice would no longer be small. The others would listen to me, hear my kindness,” her eyes opened wide, unfocused, “and I would help lead us to be better stewards of this world and all in it, humans included.” The light in her gaze dimmed, and she drew in a halting breath. “But I failed.”

“You failed,” I asked, “or something went wrong with the magic?”

She shook her head. “I do not know. It is not a meaningful distinction.”

“The hells it isn’t,” Astrid said under her breath.

Tuali looked up and smiled genuinely. “I am glad you think so, but your opinion is not shared. I failed to ascend. I, in my core, was a failure. So I was kept here, trapped in a crystal body, and left with nothing but my thoughts. The errant magic of this place is because of that. The erratic power you must have felt. The echoes of the spirits that have been my only company. All of it stems from my incomplete ascension.

“Everything I was is gone. I can never assume my birthform again. My scales, you see all around you. Prismatic, but failures. They fell from my body to lay where they remain. Even my horns are lost. As is my ability to channel. I am… nothing.” These last lines were delivered in the same even and melancholy tone she’d been using the entire time.

“Tuali.” Vennicera leaned in. “This is gonna sound bad, but please know I don’t mean anything by it. Um, why didn’t they just kill you? It seems like leaving you here like this is a bizarre punishment.”

“Oh. That. Killing another dragon is unthinkable. It is wholly antithetical to our beings. We would never dream of ending another dragon’s life. I can hardly be considered a dragon anymore, bereft as I am. But ending my life would have been too far.”

We all exchanged long and poignant stares at this line.

Tuali, in the silence, took notice. “What?”

I sucked a breath in through my teeth. “Um. Yeah…. So. That… might have changed.”

She cocked her head at me, her eyes widening.

I explained the scene outside Goldhaven.

As I did, what little color her skin had drained completely away. “No….”

“I’m afraid so. I don’t know who started it in the beginning or really why, but those two dragons we witnessed fighting were intent on murder the entire time.”

“Azortha, what have you done?” she muttered softly.

“Who’s Azortha? Is that your ki⁠—”

The entire cave rumbled hard underneath us, and I felt a torrent of magic passing through the stone.

“The hells!?” Astrid shouted, bounding to her feet.

Shortly, it subsided, but the blossoming fear in my chest said this was the beginning of something terrible.

Because of course it is. “Tuali?”

Her breath came quickly and her eyes darted in all directions. “Old wards… I thought they all faded away. All the ones I could feel have done so. There must be more underneath.”

“Wards for what?” I asked. I barely dared to imagine.

“Warnings.” She quickly got to her feet. “We need to⁠—”

Too late.

Far above, high in the sky, a massive eruption of magic burst into existence. The fact that I could feel it, and so strongly too, all the way down here said something incredibly huge was coming.

The others could feel it as well.

“Lys!?” Vennicera yelled.

“I don’t know! Tuali?”

She shook her head hard. “They know I’m free. They won’t let me go, and they won’t let you live! I’m sorry!”

I slammed my fists together, a cold calm washing over me. “Yeah, fuck that. Astrid, Vennicera? Are you both ready?”

Vennicera threw her arms out wide and began channeling a huge runic pattern.

Astrid held her hands out to the side, and her entire body erupted into blue flame. “Let’s do it!”

“Tuali,” I said, “Get to somewhere safe, even if it’s only at the edge of this cave. They’re going to be coming down here, whoever ‘they’ are, aren’t they?”

“Yes, Lysander.”

“We won’t let them hurt you. Go. We’ll take care of this.”


Chapter Forty-Five




“Astrid, we need to give Vennicera time to complete her spell. Whatever comes down here, keep it away from her.”

She flexed at me, still covered in bright blue fire. “Unless we just kill the absolute shit out of the dragon as soon as it gets here.”

“Uh huh.” I patted her shoulder, the flames dancing around my hand as I did so. “Unless that happens. But if it doesn’t….”

“Yeah, yeah.”

Vennicera’s runes hovered above her in the air, gathering power. I couldn’t be sure, but I assumed she’d be using the protective spell she’d shown us in the mountains.

A crunching, cracking sound that echoed and reverberated through the cave had us both cowering and covering our ears.

The ceiling broke, just as I had expected it to, revealing the night sky high, high above. A second later, a massive shape blotted out the stars and dove down into the cave, creating another earthquake as it landed on the stone floor.

Across the space, a huge bronze-scaled dragon stood, its chest puffed out proudly. And covered in prismatic scales.

It narrowed its glowing, silver eyes as it took us in. “You,” it sneered. It spoke in draconic, but Tuali’s spell still functioned and the word echoed in my mind. “We thought it would be you.” It slowly turned its massive head and spit on the ground, creating a pool of steaming saliva.

Gross.

“You,” it said in the common tongue this time, “are the ones that attacked your Empress. There is no one else you could be. Thieves. Graverobbers.” It shook its head. “You believe yourselves to be more than you are. It’s long past time someone put you in your place.”

I floated up into the air, coming level with its eyes. This fight would happen. I didn’t believe otherwise. But all the time we spent talking gave Vennicera more time to power her spell. I threw my arms out to the sides. “Why? What do you all even want? You used to be humanity’s allies!”

It flinched at my words. In disgust.

“Humans and dragons lived together in harmony!” Debatable, but mostly true. “What is all this?” I gestured around me. “What possible reason could you have for enacting the Flight? And why show yourself again now?” I knew the answers — probably — to some of these questions, but if my old tomes had taught me anything about draconic personalities, they were almost all overflowing with pride.

We weren’t a threat.

We could safely be toyed with.

And if dragons were like people, like the peerage, they liked to hear themselves talk. Especially about how much better they were than you.

“The Flight,” it said, not bothering to meet my eyes. “Did you know that we consider it… quaint… that you call it that. As if it’s some mystery. We tired of you. Of your pettiness.”

Lies. “And the draconic mages? You just tired of them as well? Those you granted power to?”

“Some of our kind deigned to share our holy essences with them. This was a mistake. One that has been rectified.” It finally met my eyes. “Mostly. But you… you stole your power. Took from the dead so that you could claw your way up from mediocrity. You are an abomination. And I tire of this conversation.” It took a step towards me.

Before I could even blink, a massive blue fireball zipped past me, so close I could feel the billowing heat of it, and sailed straight into the dragon’s face.

It created a ward just before the impact, but I could feel as it did so that it wouldn’t be adequate. Prideful, indeed.

Astrid’s magic overwhelmed the ward, shattering it into bright shards of light before sailing mostly on through and slamming into the dragon’s face.

It recoiled hard and roared so loud it shook the cave once more.

Welp. Now we’re doing it.

I created a dozen copies of myself and just as many more of Astrid while keeping an eye on Vennicera a little ways behind us.

We flew around the beast, hammering it with fire and lightning. When I could, I flew up high and tore off stalactites and whipped them down at the monster’s eyes.

I never scored a direct hit, but I gouged a few bronze scales away, revealing bright blue blood that dripped to the floor.

As massive as the room was, it still didn’t give the dragon enough space to spread its wings and fly through the air. Instead, it conjured a wild number of spells, flinging them in all directions.

I could feel the magic flowing through its huge body. It dwarfed what we could channel, even now.

For a moment, that terrified me, but as we kept up our assault, it became more and more clear that it had no idea how to practically fight us.

Has it only fought other dragons? Or, more likely, not even that? If it ever has fought humans, it must have just stepped on them and been done with it.

It threw all sorts of spells at us. Lightning, fire, ice, gravity wells. I need to research that one! It pulled up chunks of rock and sent swirling gusts of wind. But through it all, most of them passed harmlessly through my illusions. Can it really not tell which ones are fake? A prismatic dragon itself?

Are we that strong, or have the prismatic dragons been wholly overblown in the histories?

I sent bolt after bolt of lightning into its hide, singeing more scales and creating a few smoking injuries.

Astrid did much the same, pelting the thing with one fireball after another. She deftly used my illusions to her benefit, pulling off one sneak attack after another.

The dragon either wouldn’t or couldn’t create wards that simultaneously covered the entire bulk of its body, leaving its hide open for our constant attacks.

Why… is this so easy?

A moment later, the reality of our situation caught up to me.

Right. We weren’t anywhere near this powerful last time we fought a dragon. The amount of channeling we’ve already done would have burnt us out already.

The dragon threw back its head and roared, “Enough!” A truly staggering amount of magic flowed through its body as a complex pattern of runes appeared encircling it.

“Oh, shit!” I yelled. I couldn’t know what the spell did, but it wouldn’t be good.

Astrid and I redoubled our efforts, only to see the monster eating every single attack we hurled at it. Our magic smashed into its body, ripping off scales and burning flesh.

And still, it didn’t stop.

It opened its maw once again, letting out a triumphant roar as the magic surged through its nascent spell, nearly complete.

The blood hammered in my veins as I tried to send one last, huge lightning bolt into its eye.

It merely moved its head, taking the attack on its cheek.

“Shit, Astrid, I⁠—”

It roared in triumph.

A massive boulder sailed through the air.

Straight into its open mouth.

The thunderous roar stopped instantly, and the deadly spell began to shatter and break apart, runes winking out one by one all across the pattern.

Its eyes flew open and it thrashed, the boulder lodged deep in its throat.

“Astrid!” I screamed as I channeled as much power as I could into my body just as I slipped under the thing’s chin.

She did the same, still wreathed in fire as she came down hard on its nose.

Together, we pushed its mouth shut.

It stumbled and fell, thrashing wildly, attempting to claw us away from its head.

Vennicera appeared, ringed in her protective layer of fractured rocks. With them, she swatted its claws away seconds before they could make contact with either of us.

It thrashed and flailed, its eyes wide and all its spells, a hundred or more cast one after another, all fizzled into nothingness as it choked.

A red dragon might have been able to melt the rock and vomit it out.

Astrid and I kept the pressure up, closing its maw tight until finally, its panicked writhing began to slow.

It fell lifelessly to the ground with a massive shudder running through its body.

We held on for another few minutes, just in case.


Chapter Forty-Six




Astrid and I fell on our asses the second our feet touched down, breathing hard.

Vennicera drifted down to us. She’d laid down all the rocks from her spell, but the power still coursed through her, ready to pick them all up at a moment’s notice.

For a while, we said nothing.

I didn’t know what went through their heads, but I couldn’t wrap my own around the fact that we’d fought and killed a prismatic dragon.

And it had been, all things considered, kind of easy.

Well, for the most part. It hadn’t come close to landing a single blow on any of us. That massive spell might have been the end if Vennicera hadn’t sent a perfectly timed and aimed rock straight down its gullet. I said as much to her.

“I didn’t know what else to do,” she said, beaming, before regarding the corpse. “It was looking kinda of dire there for a minute.”

Before we could respond, Tuali’s slow, plodding footsteps sounded from the shadows. We all watched in silence, any elation we’d felt in our victory fading straight away as she placed a hand on the dragon’s head, just underneath its lifeless eye.

I hauled myself up and led the others over to her. “Tuali?”

She turned and licked her lips. “His name is Irithin. He….”

I laid a hand on her bare shoulder, wondering if it would be considered inappropriate. “Did you… know him personally?”

She scoffed, still a soft-looking expression on her features. “He is one of those that imprisoned me here.”

“Ah. No love lost, then.”

She gazed up at his massive form. “No. Although I do not hate him, and I feel his loss. A dragon’s death is a rare thing.”

Once upon a time, maybe. This is what? Number three that we’ve killed?

“What a surprising day it has been.”

You’re telling me. “Tuali. I’m sorry to ask this of you right at this moment, but we need to get moving. Will you come with us? We can go back to my home and… plan out whatever comes next.” Along with asking each other a thousand more questions. They burned in my mind and threatened to leap off my tongue at any given second. She must have answers to most anything I could ask. All that knowledge, standing right here in front of me. But we weren’t safe. If one antagonistic dragon appeared, more might very well be on their way.

Speaking of which… how did that one even get here? Was that massive spell one of teleportation? Another thing I didn’t think possible. But apparently the dragons are withholding a lot of things from us.

Tuali nodded. “Yes, Lysander. I will accompany you. You are my liberator, and perhaps my only lifeline in this life. My own kind would not want me. Not in this shameful form.” Her voice pitched up right at the end, and she huddled in on herself.

Throwing caution to the wind, I pulled her in and hugged her tightly. “We’ve got you, Tuali. You’re safe with us. I promise.” I gave her one more squeeze before letting go.

A tiny smile graced her lips. “Thank you, Lysander. In all my dreams, this is one I never thought would come to pass. Freedom. And acceptance.” She sniffed. “I always knew humans were better than my kind said.”

Not all of us. But yeah.

She turned when Astrid came up beside us. “And you, sister-kin.” She took Astrid’s hands in hers. “You are living proof that we are all more alike than we are different. That we can live together in harmony. That your kind should not be….” She trailed off, a world of sadness filling her blue eyes.

“Be…?” I asked. When her eyes met mine, a chill ran down my spine.

“There are many questions you have yet to ask me, Lysander. Many answers you must know. But for now, we⁠—”

She trailed off as we all felt a wave of power emanating from the dragon’s body.

“The hells?!” I channeled, drawing in as much power as I could.

Astrid and Vennicera did the same.

But the dead dragon continued laying there.

“Tuali?” I asked.

“It is….” She ran her hands over the scales of its face. “A deathpact. A spell carved deep in a dragon’s flesh. Only released after its demise. I did not think the practice still existed in modern times.”

“What’s it going to do, and can we stop it?”

“I don’t know,” she breathed. “And no.”

“We need to get the hells out of here, then. Astrid, take Tuali, I’ll⁠—”

Already too late.

The spell exploded upwards, a gout of energy flying straight out into the night sky and blooming into a huge runic array.

“No!” Tuali yelled. “The royal seal!”

I gazed up into the runes, and in the middle of them, one massive symbol floated amidst all the others, a complicated design that echoed the patterns on the walls that I had never been able to make sense of. It wasn’t the exact same, but the unusual lines were unmistakable.

“He’s coming!” Tuali gripped my arm hard. “Azortha!”

“The king?”

“Yes. We must⁠—”

Already too late.

A huge tear ripped across the night sky, letting in the shining rays of daylight from elsewhere in the world. We all shrank back in the blinding light. A moment later, a shadow passed through and blotted most of it out before the tear closed itself, leaving the stars above.

Azortha, the King of Dragons — apparently — broke through the roof of the cave, bringing down massive pieces of the caldera around us.

He slammed down onto the stone, creating an earthquake of a much greater magnitude than the last dragon had.

I gazed up at him, and my blood ran cold.

It wasn’t that he stood taller than any dragon I had ever seen, with the one exception of the bones in the first wyrmsgrave.

It wasn’t the look of pure murder in his golden eyes.

It wasn’t even the aura of power emanating from him that washed over us all.

Nearly all of his scales, across his whole body, were prismatic.

Except for a cluster on his chest.

Which were golden.

In a moment of inspiration, I channeled into my second sight, looking for a soul binding. And sure enough, a twisted, evil-looking thread drifted off from his chest towards the southwest. Towards the Empress.

All the empire is empowering this bastard. Wait, no….

There were multiple other bindings heading off in other directions. They weren’t as robust and didn’t stand out nearly as clearly, but they were there, all the same.

Is… all of humanity empowering him!?

He huffed, which sent a gust of wind by us all. “Tuali.” His voice rumbled, so impossibly deep that I barely understood her name. He shook his head slowly and said in a bored tone, “You should not have slipped your prison.” He spoke in draconic, of course, but his words echoed in my mind. “I was content to leave you here. But now….” He huffed again, finally looking over the three of us. With a massive sneer that bared his teeth, he said, “Vermin. You freed this one.” His eyes drifted over to the corpse. “You somehow managed to kill Irithin.” His tone implied that this registered as nothing more than an inconvenience to him. “I would almost laud you. I did not think humans were capable of such things. And,” he laughed long and low, “you understand me don’t you?” He narrowed his eyes, and I felt a wave of power wash over me. “Oh. Disappointing.” He gazed down to Tuali. “Is there no end to your shame, Tuali? You share our tongue with them?”

“They are worthy!” she spat back.

He chuckled again. “No. They are not. They have proven so again and again and again. Short-lived, short-sighted. Your trust in them would be your downfall, eventually, would I let you live.”

She recoiled, as if struck. “It’s true, then!? You kill our own kind!?” The venom in her tone surprised me. She’d barely raised her voice in our short conversation. “You speak of my shame. But what of yours? What would Kaitha think of you now?”

The massive dragon recoiled in much the same way she just had. “Keep her name off your tongue, little one! You are no longer worthy to speak it!” He stamped his claw into the ground, sending tremors underneath us. “Enough of this!”

A tremendous amount of power surged through him, enough to make me want to shrink back in the face of it. A runic pattern appeared in front of his face, gathering the energy for what could only be an attack.

“Get Tuali away!” I yelled.

Astrid wrapped her up in her arms and zipped away.

Vennicera gouged a new shield of rocks from the floor around us, and I conjured twenty different illusions around Astrid and Tuali.

I saw her arc hard to the side the moment they coalesced around her. She flew out among the furthest illusions from the middle of the group.

I did the same for myself and Vennicera, complete with her shield of rocks.

Before I had any time to pat myself on the back for the very impressive display I’d just pulled off, Azortha’s spell completed, sending a beam of pure, white, destructive energy straight into the middle of Astrid and Tuali’s illusions.

Oh thank you absent gods. I’d feared he’d be able to tell which ones were real, but even a wholly prismatic and golden dragon couldn’t do so.

The beam ripped straight through the ground, liquifying the rock itself

Holy hells… that’d be instant death.
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Azortha roared and summoned three more runic patterns.

Shit!

I summoned blinding lights in front of his eyes, but he barely recoiled before snuffing them out with a barrage of pure energy.

The three spells completed, sending the deathbeams out in an arc, liquifying more stone as they went.

He grumbled and curled his lips in annoyance. His chest puffed out, sending a wave of magic in all directions. A split second later, it turned into an impenetrable wall of fire, white hot and deadly.

I felt Astrid pull hard on the magic, covering us all with fire wards just before it hit.

I sped through the attack, feeling the heat across my skin, as I zipped straight towards his eye. My thunderous dagger slipped from underneath my jacket. I imbued it with all the power I could before sending it, along with ten shadowed copies of it, angling through the air.

Once again, he couldn’t tell the real one, and it slipped into his pupil.

As I did, I channeled hard through it. A massive lightning bolt, along with an ear-shattering peal of thunder, slammed into his eye.

It exploded into a shower of blood and broken scales.

Azortha screamed and writhed like a child with a bloody knee. He fell to his side and clawed the ground, rending deep trenches into the rock.

Just how long has it been since you’ve endured pain? Centuries? You’ve forgotten what it’s like, haven’t you?

“Keep hurting him!” I yelled.

As if anyone was trying to do anything else.

I pulled my hand back for another strike as I watched his torn flesh start to regenerate in front of my eyes. Oh… no. With adrenaline crashing through my system, I tried to press our advantage as much as I could. I cast one lightning strike after another into his wrecked face. Vennicera pummeled him with sharp, broken stones. Astrid flung an absolute flurry of fireballs faster than I had ever seen.

And yet.

It wasn’t enough. Even with all our efforts, once his magic started flowing, we couldn’t even hold what we had. In seconds, his skin and scales grew back, and I knew a moment later he’d be reopening that eye.

I screamed in fury as I abandoned that tactic for another. I summoned the runic pattern I’d memorized on the trip here and, until this moment, forgotten about.

All things considered, it wasn’t an overly complex spell. Not compared to things I’d seen during our adventures. But it still teetered on the edge of what I could do. Just as I thought I might lose it, the runes shone brightly. They themselves morphed into a striking resemblance of a dragon’s head, and at my urging, the visage struck out, sinking its ethereal teeth into Azortha’s chest. I channeled all the power I had into the spell, nearly pushing myself over the edge. The dragonhead’s teeth sank deep and pulled hard, rending a shower of golden scales right off of his hide.

He arched hard, another high-pitched — for a dragon — wail escaping his lips.

Vennicera pulled stalactites from the ceiling and rammed them into the new wound.

Astrid, seeing this all happen, flew swiftly down and channeled a nonstop stream of fire into his body.

He really screamed for that.

Finally getting some control of himself, he rolled hard, sending us all fleeing so we wouldn’t be crushed. He bellowed at us in draconic, the words translating in my head as, “Shit-born fodder! Arrogant meat!” They probably sounded better in the original tongue. Then he threatened to kill us a few times over, as if that wasn’t already what he was doing.

“Press the attac⁠—”

The entire world shifted. One moment, we were in the cave, fighting the King of Dragons, the next, I found myself in a maze of crystals with no way out. “What the he⁠—”

His tail swept around, passing cleanly through the illusions and plowing into me.

I careened through the air with just enough time to suffuse my skin with power before I slammed into the cave wall. The world spun as I fell, tumbling to the ground with another hard impact.

Astrid and Vennicera’s cries vaguely registered in my mind as my own golden scale set and mended a few broken bones along with closing a number of gashes.

I tried to stand and get right back into the fight, but the maze of crystals persisted. I tried to fly through them, finding them nothing but pure illusion.

Not that it helped.

If a dragon like him couldn’t see through illusionary magic, then neither could I.

In a better, less panicked time, I would have appreciated the irony of this being the first time my own tactics had been effectively used against me.

Screw it! Gotta do something!

I flew straight towards the sounds of fighting. I couldn’t imagine Azortha could see through his own illusions — I had certainly never heard of such a thing — but all he really needed to do was attack blindly. His massive limbs would score a hit eventually.

Wait… if he can’t see either, we could… just… leave.

I changed course mid-flight, heading directly upwards.

My magic still protected me, which turned out to be for the best, as I rammed right into a force field at the top of the cave. The crystal illusion extended right up to it.

I hadn’t thought force fields were real, either.

“LYS!” Astrid’s cry echoed up from below.

“Shit!” I dove back down, heedless of my lack of vision.

I hit Azortha’s back, judging by the line of thick, plated scales sticking up in a row. The illusions parted just enough for me to look down his arm and see Astrid pinned under his claws, desperately trying to escape.

The edge of a runic pattern appeared through the mirage. The death beam.

Even if he aimed it at his own hand, it would grow back. And Astrid would die.

I channeled into my own pattern again, forming the spectral dragon head easier this time, casting it just before the death beam fired.

It bit deeply into the back of his hand, rending a shower of prismatic scales away in a spray of blood.

Astrid wriggled free as he screamed, narrowly avoiding the beam that did, in fact, incinerate his hand.

He screamed even louder.

He can’t take the pain but was willing to endure it anyway for a killing blow.

Vennicera flew in, and with an impressive display of accuracy, stabbed a few more stalactites deeply into Azortha’s ruined arm. A few of them poked back out through rents in his scales.

Just as quickly as they’d come, the crystal illusions dropped away, revealing the cave once more.

Azortha had fallen to his side, cradling his bloody, wrecked stump of an arm.

I sent a shower of lightning at him, some towards the arm, more towards his face.

Astrid and Vennicera kept up their own barrage.

When he opened his mouth to wail again, I summoned the spectral bite once more and sank its teeth into his lower jaw.

His screams turned into strangled grunts as the blood leaked from between his teeth.

A wave of battle euphoria swept through me, hope of winning this fight blossoming in my chest.

Just before I noticed that his golden scales had already regrown.

And his arm had regenerated down past his wrist already.

A wave of fatigue swept through me instead. “We have to finish this!” I yelled to the others.

Vennicera flew up beside me. “Lys, give me time. Hold his attention, okay?”

“You have a plan?”

“I do. Ruinfire. But I need time to cast it.”

I only paused for a split second. “You got it.”

She smiled and flew away, off into the shadows of the cave.

Astrid and I resumed our assault. Well, I did. She’d never stopped.

For whatever reason, Azortha didn’t summon the illusions again. He cradled in on himself and endured our attacks while his most grievous wounds healed. The most enraging part was that we couldn’t do a thing about it.

We kept it up, even though I began to feel the effort of casting. This needed to end soon, or we’d be out of power.

Azortha stood, his hand and claws intact, his face mostly so. He called us shit-born again before summoning the death beams again. Seven, this time.

We danced around his spells and pelted him with what we could before he suddenly grunted and turned towards the direction Vennicera had gone.

“No! Your kind shouldn’t know of this!” He ignored us and started to run straight towards her.
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“Shit!” He knows what she’s casting! “Astrid! Stop him! However you can!”

Unfortunately, Vennicera would have been most equipped to slow him down with all her telekinetic power.

As it stood, I did my best to attack his hands, slamming one concentrated spell into him after another. With Astrid’s help, we severed two fingers.

It barely slowed him down.

He barely registered the pain, just kept barreling forward.

He’s scared. Terrified. Not even this is affecting him now. Which means… ruinfire can hurt him. Meaningfully. Perhaps permanently!

I sent a cascade of blinding light into his eyes and lightning into his bloody wounds. I summoned spikes of ice for him to step on. They didn’t do a lot, except on his ruined hand, where they slid into his battered flesh.

At the edge of my perception, I felt Vennicera’s draw of magic shift.

She doesn’t need to stand still for it!

The cave stretched out for an absurd distance, giving her enough space to maneuver. Astrid and I hobbled Azortha as much as we could. He changed directions slowly.

Eventually, when he realized he wouldn’t win this game, he stopped. “You little whelps force my hand, then! Die, all of you!” With a mighty roar, he pulled in a truly massive amount of magic and began to power a staggering spell.

Runes filled the cave, all filling with energy at an alarming rate.

We tried to knock him out of it.

But my power flagged.

As did Astrid’s.

Azortha took everything we had, his golden eyes wide with rage and fear.

No… We’ve come so far.

The earth shuddered again, and I thought it came from Azortha’s ultimate spell.

The sounds, though, came from above.

I peered up.

“What the cold hells!?” I screamed.

Up above, three dragons battered into the forcefield, one after another, sending reverberations through the cave as the magic bent under their assault.

I watched Azortha’s eyes trail upwards and widen even more when he saw them. His shoulders dropped, an odd thing to see on a dragon, and his entire spell winked out of existence. “You….” His voice trembled before he roared in an ear-destroying bellow. “TRAITORS!”

The dragons above continued their assault, bending the force field even further. Cracks started to form in the middle as it bowed down deep. A red dragon led the charge, flanked by one with white scales, and the third had metallic gray, a rarity.

Azortha summoned a barrage of death beams, all aimed up high. Just before they fired, the force field dissipated, as he most likely let it go. The beams surged through the air, severing at least one dragon’s wing, the white one, that I could see.

It screamed and fell into the cave, landing with a massive thud.

The two others followed it in and turned towards Azortha.

One opened its maw to speak, but had to dodge another death beam before it could.

Almost instantly, I was forgotten.

On one hand, I felt relieved.

On the other, Fuck him! I’m still here, you asshole!

The dragons went at each other, screaming in draconic. Even with the magic in my mind, I could barely make out every third word of what they said.

Azortha was pissed beyond imagining.

The other dragons called him a tyrant among many other, more vile things by the sound of their tones.

They fought with spell and claw, going at it with reckless abandon.

It quickly became apparent that they were no match for Azortha. Their magic couldn’t do more than surface injuries, which quickly healed, and he landed so many more of his attacks than he had on us.

Has he fought his own kind? He’s so much more adept here. Well, what humans would he have ever had to contend with? It didn’t escape my notice that the other dragons made for much larger targets. And like Azortha himself, they couldn’t move as freely down here.

Fortunately, they didn’t need to hold out for long at all.

A triumphant smile made its way across my face as I watched Vennicera zip in between them. I turned towards Azortha, ready to hear him scream. You idiot. You absolute moron! YOU FUCKING FORGOT HER! The other dragons’ apparently treasonous actions were so insulting that they pulled his attention away from the one thing he truly feared.

“So it’s true,” I muttered to myself. “The oldest tomes were right. Dragons are nothing if not vessels of pure pride. The strongest ones being the worst.”

Vennicera laughed maniacally as she thrust her arms out towards Azortha’s chest. A torrent of pitch black fire shot out, so dark it seemed like it consumed what little light existed.

It collided with Azortha’s chest, seeming to snake its way into and underneath his scales, burning and sizzling with its own hunger. Only seconds later, I saw half-burnt golden scales falling from his chest.

He screamed and recoiled hard, clawing mindlessly at his own hide, rending his flesh and spraying a shower of hot blood onto the floor.

Vennicera immediately resummoned the same pattern.

Azortha saw it, saw the two dragons flank her, and he shrank away.

This is it! I caught Astrid’s eye and motioned her in.

We were going to finish him off here and now.

But he saw the end coming as surely as we did.

He summoned another pattern, a ring of runes that surrounded him, and with a cry of pain, he channeled an absurd amount of power into it. I saw his limbs twitch and wounds open across his body of their own accord.

He channeled more than even his body could tolerate.

But it worked.

It powered his spell nearly instantly.

The other dragons both cried out.

In vain.

Reality warped around Azortha, along with the weirdest sound I’d ever heard in my life. I felt it in my bones as much as I heard it with my ears. A long and undulating tone that forced any thoughts from my head with its strangeness.

When I blinked myself back to lucidity, Azortha was gone.


Chapter Forty-Nine




When my feet touched the ground, my legs buckled underneath me. I fell down hard on my ass.

Astrid followed suit, her breath coming in deep gasps. “Holy… shit… Lys.”

“Yeah.”

The red and gray dragons attended their friend with the white scales, who picked up its severed wing and clutched it tightly against its body.

Vennicera floated down with the biggest, most self-satisfied smile I had ever seen on her face. “Hey,” she said in a blatant attempt to remain nonchalant.

“Nice ruinfire,” I said.

She threw her arms wide. “Wasn’t it!? Oh my deaf gods, you two! It was amazing! It felt incredible! The amount of power that the spell released made me feel invincible! And I… oh my.” She passed a hand over her face. “I hurt the King of Dragons. Not only is there a King of Dragons, but I fucked him up good!”

“You really did!” Astrid said. “The crazed laugh at the time really set the scene.”

I groaned but couldn’t help laughing about it. “It was very dramatic, I agree.” Before I could say anything else, Tuali rushed past us from deep in the shadows.

“Rusaan! Rusaan! It’s me! It’s Tuali!”

The red dragon turned, his blue eyes widening. When Tuali came close, he lowered his head to the ground.

Tuali spread her arms and hugged him, her reach only encompassing a portion of his jaw.

“Tuali,” he said in a soft voice. “After all this time.”

“You came! I… I thought the worst. I thought….”

“Never, Tuali. We would never abandon you. We just….” He turned away, closing his eyes in shame. “We couldn’t help you. I’m so sorry.” He raised up and regarded us all. “But there’s no time. More will be coming, that’s certain. Please, humans, let me carry you away from here.”

Tuali met my eyes. “You can trust him, Lysander.”

I smiled. “Well, he fought on our side, so I don’t need any further convincing.” I looked at the white dragon holding its wing and the blue by its side. “Are they…?”

Rusaan locked gazes with them, and all three nodded. To us, he said, “They can handle themselves. Please, let us leave here at once.”

I held my hand out to Tuali, and she took it. I floated her up to Rusaan’s back while Astrid and Vennicera followed.

Rusaan crouched low and leapt up towards the hole in the caldera’s surface, a massive beat of his wings driving him on.

We passed out of the cave and in a brief moment, Fort Starscry fell away underneath us.

For the passing view I got from above, it looked like the entire place had come alive. Lights dotted the entire ring and the transports seemed to be going faster than normal. Various alarms and klaxons sounded, alerting everyone to everything, by the sound of it.

For a moment, I thought I’d have to grip hard to Rusaan’s scales to keep my place, but instead, he naturally channeled a little vortex of wind ahead of us all, so that we sat in perfect stillness as we went.

From the caldera, I saw the other two dragons rise up and climb out of the cave before taking to the sky. They held onto each other, their three wings enough to carry them both away in the opposite direction.

I turned towards Rusaan’s head. “Can you hear me?”

“Yes, human. Speak.” His voice came out deep, but nothing near the rumbling, low tones I’d heard from others.

“My name is Lysander. You can call me Lys. That goes for you, too, Tuali. Is… that white dragon going to be okay?”

“If they manage to escape, yes. The wing will be able to be reattached. Our healing magics are much more advanced than yours.”

Vennicera made a face.

Yeah, there’s a reason for that, Rusaan. Apparently. “Are others coming? Azortha’s faithful, I mean?”

“Almost undoubtedly. The King has suffered an embarrassment of the highest order. I believe killing all of us will be his highest priority now.”

Great.

Rusaan beat his wings hard and the landscape flew by underneath us. “Where would you like me to take you, Lys?”

Having a dragon call me by that name, even though I had just given him explicit permission to do so, seemed surreal. I described where my manor was. “How many are there of you, Rusaan? Dragons in opposition to Azortha?”

He scoffed and, for a moment, didn’t answer. “Those who are sympathetic to your kind? Many. Those willing to openly act against him? Well…. At least three.”

Not the best answer.

“Wait. Sympathetic to our kind? Are you also opposed to the soul bindings?”

He turned his head, regarding me with one eye. “You do not know their true purpose?”

“Uh….”

Tuali chimed in, “I will tell them, Rusaan.”

We passed out of the mountains as Rusaan set a blinding pace. We were eating up the distance probably ten times faster than the fastest coach could travel. Perhaps more. The stars shone overhead as Tuali began.

“Azortha seeks to make all dragonkind like himself. And beyond that, to raise himself even higher.”

“Higher than he already is!?”

“To the level of the gods,” she said in a small voice, not meeting anyone’s eyes. “It is not known if that is possible, but he’s willing to sacrifice anything to make it happen. He believes it is our birthright. Many… agree.”

“As did you, once upon a time,” Vennicera said.

“Yes. But I did not know what the process entailed before the day came. Before the very moment came. Imagine my shock when humans were there to… help.”

An involuntary shudder passed through my body. “The crystalized people.”

“Yes.” Her eyes remained downcast. “There is a secret, Lysander, that your kind is not permitted to know.”

“And… you’re going to tell it to us now, right?”

The corners of her mouth quirked up. “Yes.” She raised up and looked into my eyes with her rich blue gaze. “Humans have the capacity to be the strongest channelers in the world.”

“We what now?”

Astrid and Vennicera gaped at her as hard as I must have been.

“They do not possess the inborn ability, but their souls, your souls, can grow to handle more magic than a dragon ever could.”

I arched an eyebrow. “More than a prismatic, almost-golden dragon?”

She shrugged. “Perhaps. At least as much. However, the horror of this secret is that this change can be… forced.”

“And it’s a one-time thing,” Astrid said.

“Yes. Just so.”

“And this,” I asked, “results in the crystalization?”

“It does. The soul is forced open, made into an unwilling conduit for power. The sheer amount of magic passing through the human’s body infuses it, changing it on a fundamental level, leaving behind the crystalline corpse.” She spoke matter-of-factly, despite the horror I could clearly see in her eyes.

“Humans are used as magical batteries for these… ascension spells?”

“Yes.”

I looked around at everyone. “This isn’t the big reveal, is it?”

“No.”

“How many humans,” I asked, “would it take to ascend all of dragonkind?”

“All of them. Or so many that it would be tantamount to the same.”

There it is.

We sat in silence for some moments, everyone coming to terms with this news.

“Those echoes,” Vennicera said into the gloom. “The ghosts in the caldera. Are they really ghosts?”

Tuali shook her head. “Magical imprints of those people’s final moments. For many years, they haunted me. Before I managed to lull myself into an endless slumber.”

“So,” I said, “Azortha means to kill everyone. The soul bindings are necessary for this?”

“Yes. Not only do they funnel power to him, but it’s this connection that allows humans to be used to power the rituals.”

“Just how powerful is Azortha, really?” I couldn’t keep a self-satisfied scoff contained. “He nearly couldn’t even beat us.”

“I don’t know, Lys,” Astrid said. “Without Vennicera’s ruinfire….”

“Yeah, but still!”

Rusaan turned. “Azortha is, in the end, a lazy ruler. He has no concept of battle. He has always been one to let others do the work. I can only imagine he thought he would appear and overwhelm whoever killed Irithin. There is another,” he said darkly, “whom you should fear. Her name is Allar, and she is…. Well, that can wait for later. Just be pleased she did not appear this night.”

Another question popped into my mind. One I didn’t really want an answer for, but I asked it anyway. “Tuali, can the crystal people be saved?”

She shook her head, her dark hair falling over her bare shoulders.

We’re going to have to get her in some clothes when we get home.

“No. Only under very certain circumstances is that possible.”

“The Empress’s statue,” Astrid said.

Rusaan grumbled. “The Amartine Empress is controlled through various means. But yes, I have heard that her sister was made captive in this way.”

So most of dragonkind is our enemy. And their aim is to sacrifice us all. Well. That’s just fucking great. “I had expected some dark answers to our questions,” I said to Astrid and Vennicera, “but this is even worse than I’d anticipated.”

Astrid shrugged. “Welp! It wouldn’t be a proper adventure if everything didn’t go to absolute shit at literally every single opportunity.”


Chapter Fifty




We spent the rest of the trip mostly in silence.

I could only imagine Astrid and Vennicera spent it much the same as I did, ruminating on the even-more-awful-than-expected turn of events.

Within a few mere hours, I noticed familiar forests and cities zipping by underneath us. We were nearly home.

Before we got there, I had one final question. “Rusaan? What purpose did the Flight serve?”

“Azortha might be prideful, arrogant, and in many ways, reckless. But he is not stupid. He ordered that dragonkind leave the human realms and cloister ourselves in our cities. An official reason was never given, but it hardly had to be. Many of our kind already agreed with him, thinking ourselves above humans. They gladly believed that we had stopped ‘associating with the filth,’ as they put it. My apologies.”

“No offense taken.”

“Others thought that humans posed various threats, although what threats those might be shifted from moment to moment and speaker to speaker. The sad truth is that many of our kind had never even seen a human in the first place. For many of us, the Flight meant little. Only a small portion of dragons ever interacted with humans.”

“Really?”

“Yes. There are many more dragons than you humans believe.”

Holy hells.

“Ultimately, though, Azortha knew that living among humans would create sympathy. It’s far easier to malign someone when they’re only a figment of your imagination.”

A creeping realization dawned on me. When this is over. Once we kill this King and end all this, there’s going to need to be centuries of progress afterwards. Well. We’ll do what we can here and now.

As we got close, I directed Rusaan towards my manor, having him land in the pond by Astrid’s forge.

When we all floated down to the ground, we turned to see his entire body begin to glow in a bright, shining light. It shrank down and coalesced into a human form. When the light abated, he looked just like a male Wyrmborn. He channeled just a little more, conjuring the illusion of clothes in a passing facsimile of modern style.

Tuali scoffed.

Astrid beamed.

“Forgive me,” he said, “but I cannot stay. I need to be seen elsewhere. When I’m able, Lys, I will return.” He turned and held out his arms, which Tuali ran into.

We gave them a moment alone.

As we sat outside the forge, Vennicera said, “I didn’t think we’d be home tonight.”

“What a night,” Astrid said to no one in particular.

“What a night,” I repeated. The thoughts churned in my head, uselessly.

Finally, we had answers.

And they were awful.

But they were answers, all the same.

Rusaan gave us all a wave before transforming back and taking to the sky once more.

With all the effort I could muster, I picked myself up and held a hand out to Tuali. “Come on. Let’s get you inside and in some clothes.” As we all slowly walked the path through the forest, I asked, “So, who is Rusaan? To you, and to Azortha? He had answers that not anyone would have had.”

“He is akin to a brother to me, although not in the same way humans use the word. And yes, you are perceptive, Lys. He has long served Azortha. Once, long ago, it was out of pride. Then, it became out of fear of what would happen if he stopped. Since my own… failing… I do not know what he has done. I will want to hear all about it when he returns.”

I’ll bet he’s served this whole time. Judging by his answers, Azortha has somewhat of a stranglehold on dragonkind.

We managed to get Tuali into the house without anyone else seeing her. Vennicera volunteered to pick some clothes out for her, and they disappeared into one of the large closets meant for everyone’s use.

Astrid and I found ourselves in my office, for no real reason. I sat at my desk and she took a seat on a couch by the windows.

Naturally, Eliza showed up soon. She closed the door behind her and regarded us both wordlessly for a moment. Then, Astrid first and then me, she came and hugged us both hard. Afterwards, she plopped down in a chair in front of my desk, still in her nightclothes. “Well.”

“Oh, for shit’s sake. Where should I start?”

She smirked. “Did it go like it normally does? Also I hear you have another girlie upstairs.”

“She’s a dragon.”

Eliza shrugged. “Sure. Why not.”

“I’m serious.”

“I thought you were. She doesn’t have horns, though.”

“There’s a story.”

“I’m sure. What’s the short one?”

“Oh….” I shared a glance with Astrid. “There’s a Dragon King and he’s hellsbent on sacrificing all of humanity to make dragons into ascended beings. Maybe gods. Or maybe just the god thing for himself. Although that part’s pretty tentative all around.”

“Mhmm.”

“Tuali, the… girlie… is a failed attempt to ascend. She’s stuck in her current form, I believe. She’ll be staying with us.”

“I’ll have another guest room made up.”

“You’re taking this all in stride, Eliza,” Astrid said.

Eliza chuckled. “You’re alive. Both of you. All of you. I don’t really care about anything else.” She stood and knocked a fist on the table. “Now, let’s not let the dragons kill us all, but for tonight, you’re home safe — if very unexpectedly, again — and that’s the best thing I could have imagined. I’m going to see to that guest room and then I’m going right back to bed. We’ll talk more in the morning.”

Astrid and I smiled at each other when the door closed behind her.

A little while later, after which neither of us moved much at all, Vennicera came in. “Hey guys. Tuali’s set up and laying down in her new room. It’s going to be a transition, of course.”

“From being trapped in a half-dead state in a lonely cavern for years, maybe centuries, to being in a soft bed with people you trust? I can only imagine it will be.”

She took the chair Eliza had sat in. “We did it.”

“We did. We really did. Found who we were looking for, got some answers, and all came out unscathed.”

“And yet,” Astrid said.

“Yeah. There’s a few more things to do before we’re done.”

Vennicera smirked. “Just a few.”

“Well.” I stood. “Hot tub?”

“Hot tub,” they both agreed.

One step closer, I thought as we made our way down through the manor. It hasn’t been anything like I imagined it would be, but we’re one step closer to freeing everyone. There’s just… a little more in between here and the end.

I looped an arm around both their waists and let everything else fade away for now.


Chapter Fifty-One




A shiver went up my body as I dipped my leg into the hot tub. Absent gods, that's nice. Nicer than I thought anything would be tonight.

By silent, tacit agreement all three of us let the earlier events fall away without a single mention. There would be time to talk about it all later. But for now, Tuali slept safely upstairs, the world wasn’t ending right this second, and it had been far too long since we’d had some fun together.

“This is so much nicer than the barracks we were in.” I slid fully into the water, letting the blessed, cleansing heat wash away all the memories.

“I would have made do,” Vennicera muttered. Her boobs floated in the water, drawing my and Astrid’s eyes, like usual.

Astrid’s face screwed up. “I mean, the beds were nice, but the aura of that place. Ugh. It would have been like fucking in a haunted house.”

“Yeah!” Vennicera exclaimed. “Exciting! Who knows what’s happening next! Gets the blood moving.”

Astrid scowled. “If you say so. I like this a lot better, though.”

For a little while, we all soaked, letting the water and steam warm our bones.

Surprisingly, Astrid moved first. She sidled over to Vennicera. While holding my eyes, she cupped her boob and slowly licked her nipple.

Vennicera giggled and stretched her arms out over the back of the tub.

Astrid knelt down in front of her, giving both huge breasts all the attention she could. While she did, her tail flicked lazily through the water.

I took it in my hands, running my fingers down her small, smooth scales as I watched the show in front of me.

Very briefly, she dunked her head down under the water with her horns sticking out and, presumably, ran her tongue over Vennicera’s lips, judging by the reaction she gave. But she surfaced a second later, spitting out water and sputtering. “That’s… unpleasant in water like this.”

At Vennicera’s prompting, they both came to sit beside me. Each of their hands found my already hard cock under the water, and I went back and forth kissing them both.

All of our hands drifted around various bodies, caressing, rubbing, and cupping as they went.

“Lys,” Vennicera said after some time. “I’m a little too hot in here. Could we…?”

“Of course.” We all got out and went over to a set of couches nearby. The empty fireplace just wouldn’t do. I could have lit it, but I turned to Astrid and asked, “Would you?”

She grinned and snapped her fingers, instantly creating a blazing ball of fire that hovered perfectly in the space.

I lifted Vennicera up with my magic to deposit her on the couch, with her legs spread. I kissed my way down her body, starting at her chest, trailing down her wet stomach, and tauntingly kissing her inner thighs.

She took a long, deep breath and sank deeply into the cushions.

Astrid joined me, pressing kisses against Vennicera’s other thigh, and we slowly worked towards her waiting lips.

“Oh gods, just do it!”

Our tongues met on her lips, pressing against each other just as much. It was awkward and a little weird, but we laughed our way through it, spurned on by Vennicera’s commands not to stop.

We could barely see her face over her boobs from our vantage point.

I eventually backed away, positioning Astrid in front of me. Her tail lightly curled around my body as I slipped in between her waiting lips.

She sighed into Vennicera as I slid inside her.

I slowly thrust into her, watching her ass jiggle with each one. Her scales reflected the light of the fire that crackled behind us, and I reached up to grip one of her horns, holding her steady while I fucked her.

Vennicera took the other one in her hand, and we met eyes and smiled at Astrid’s satisfied groan.

We went slowly, languorously. We had all night and meant to use as much of it as we could.

Astrid’s tongue stayed on Vennicera, either licking her lips or kissing over her body.

The entire world fell away and I thought of nothing but the feel of her body, her skin under my hands, and the sounds that she and Vennicera made.

I didn’t know how long had passed by the time Astrid got close.

She pressed her face into Vennicera’s skin, her breath coming faster. When her legs started to shake, I held her hips in my hands and thrust deeply inside her.

She moaned long and loud, holding onto Vennicera’s legs as she came.

When she finally subsided and I slipped out, she rolled onto her back on the rug, a huge, satisfied smile on her face.

Vennicera beckoned me towards her. “I will require something a little more… vigorous, my Lord.”

I slipped easily inside her soaking wet lips.

“Oh, fuck!” She laughed loudly. “Give it to me, please!”

Watching her body jiggle and her boobs bounce as I pounded into her sent all conscious thought out of my mind. I lost myself in the sensations, the feel of her wrapped tightly around my cock, her still wet skin on mine, and our tongues pressed hard together as I leaned in and gave her exactly what she wanted.

She didn’t last long at all.

She gripped the couch, dropped her head back, and screamed, a smile on her lips as she did. Her entire body trembled as she unconsciously bucked hard against me.

Astrid crawled up on the couch beside her and met my eyes. “Give it to us both, Lys.”

As if I needed any more prompting.

I pulled out and shot everything I had over the both of them, a few streams arcing over their heads and landing on the floor behind in addition to covering their beautiful bodies.

After one last shudder, I sank to the floor and leaned back against a padded chair.

We all laid there, silent and spent.

Whatever comes next comes next. But for tonight, it’s just the three of us, and the rest of the world doesn’t even exist.

To Be Continued
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