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TOP ROW FROM LEFT Tom Glynn-Carney as King Aegon II Targaryen with Fabien Frankel as Ser Criston Cole; Ewan Mitchell as Prince Aemond Targaryen; Olivia Cooke as Queen Dowager Alicent Hightower. BOTTOM ROW FROM LEFT Emma D’Arcy as Rhaenyra Targaryen; Matt Smith as Daemon Targaryen; Eve Best as Rhaenys Targaryen and Steve Toussaint as Corlys Velaryon.
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PROLOGUE
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IN AUTHOR GEORGE R. R. MARTIN’S A SONG OF ICE AND FIRE NOVELS, THERE EXISTS A FAMOUS OBSERVATION ABOUT HOUSE TARGARYEN, THE PLATINUM-HAIRED DRAGONRIDERS WHO RULED FOR CENTURIES OVER THE FICTIONAL CONTINENT OF WESTEROS: “MADNESS AND GREATNESS ARE TWO SIDES OF THE SAME COIN. EVERY TIME A NEW TARGARYEN IS BORN, THE GODS TOSS THE COIN IN THE AIR AND THE WORLD HOLDS ITS BREATH TO SEE HOW IT WILL LAND.”

In 2011, HBO’s groundbreaking fantasy Game of Thrones introduced television audiences to Westeros, and to protagonist Daenerys Targaryen, one of the only surviving members of the once-formidable House. Over eight seasons, the lavish adaptation of Martin’s best-selling books earned widespread acclaim for its stunning visuals and rich, character-driven drama. Fans around the globe compulsively followed every development as the series chronicled an existential battle between humanity and the forces of eternal darkness. They were equally invested in the hard-fought effort by Daenerys, played by Emmy Award nominee Emilia Clarke, to reclaim the Iron Throne, the seat of power held for generations by her ancestors.

HBO’s subsequent adaptation of Martin’s work, House of the Dragon, had the unenviable task of following what many considered the biggest TV show of all time. Opening roughly two hundred years before Game of Thrones, the prequel returned viewers to Westeros, presenting a world that was at once familiar yet wholly original. Created by Martin and writer-producer Ryan J. Condal and adapted from portions of Martin’s 2018 book Fire & Blood, the series was set during an era when the Targaryen dynasty was at the height of its power, and only beginning to experience the discord and strife that would lead the family to ruin.

When House of the Dragon premiered on August 21, 2022, a new generation of Targaryens was born onscreen, and it became clear that with their mad creative gamble, Martin, Condal, and their talented collaborators had achieved greatness. According to HBO, the debut season averaged at least 29 million viewers per episode—higher than all but the final two seasons of Game of Thrones. It would go on to win the Golden Globe for Best Television Series—Drama and to earn nine Emmy Award nominations, including Outstanding Drama Series, winning in the Outstanding Fantasy/Sci-Fi Costumes category.

Expertly crafted, the first season breathed visceral life into an essential chapter in the history of Westeros by foregrounding the experiences of childhood friends turned reluctant adversaries Rhaenyra Targaryen and Alicent Hightower. Centering women characters allowed the writers, directors, and cast to explore the devastating limitations of life under patriarchal rule. The approach also enabled them to craft a potent work of fantasy replete with powerhouse performances that felt bracingly modern and pointedly relevant.

Now, building upon the strong foundations of its initial ten episodes, House of the Dragon’s second season continues its salient exploration of the political intrigue and interpersonal conflicts that send the Targaryens spiraling toward civil war. Questions of legacy and legitimacy drive the rift: In the wake of the death of King Viserys I Targaryen, which member of the family truly has the right to rule Westeros, and to what lengths will each side go to secure its claim? “This season sees the two sides of the family that are deeply entrenched in their positions getting more and more so,” explains Condal.

As that happens, the factions inch ever closer to unleashing their dragons against one another—a previously unthinkable choice with the potential to destroy not only the rivals vying for the Iron Throne but also the kingdom itself. By any measure, it would be an act of madness, but a thirst for power and a hunger for greatness can push even the most rational people to extremes. “I don’t want to write about pure white, saintly heroes or evil, monstrous villains, because most human beings are really more complex than that,” Martin says. “We all have good in us. We all have evil. The conflict arises out of that. It arises out of love and hate, and desire and ambition.”

Love, hate, desire, ambition—this is the combustible combination at the heart of House of the Dragon’s second season, one that will change the course of Westerosi history, and the lives of its most memorable figures. “It’s a much bigger season because there are so many more worlds,” Condal says. “We have so much more location work. We go to so many more places. We’re following more of our characters that we’ve already established, à la Game of Thrones. It’s intended to be a complex exploration of what it means to prosecute a war when you have apocalyptic weapons in the arsenal.”
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The Iron Throne.
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Concept illustration of Dragonstone, the ancient Targaryen stronghold.
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CHAPTER I STARTING ANEW
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A NEW BEGINNING
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FOR THE CREATIVE BRAIN TRUST RESPONSIBLE FOR SHEPHERDING HOUSE OF THE DRAGON TO THE SCREEN, THE PROSPECT OF CREATING A PREQUEL TO GAME OF THRONES WAS BOTH UNIMAGINABLY EXCITING AND ALMOST INEXPRESSIBLY DAUNTING, GIVEN THE ORIGINAL SERIES’ UNPRECEDENTED SUCCESS. NOT ONLY DID IT BECOME AN INTERNATIONAL CULTURAL OBSESSION DURING ITS EIGHT SEASONS, BUT THE FANTASY RANKS ALSO AS THE MOST DECORATED PROGRAM IN THE HISTORY OF THE EMMY AWARDS, WITH A TOTAL OF 160 NOMINATIONS AND 59 WINS.

Back in 2018, when Game of Thrones was nearing the end of its record-breaking run, author George R. R. Martin approached writer-producer Ryan J. Condal about collaborating on a follow-up that would debut once the blockbuster series had concluded. This new “successor show,” as Martin referred to it, would chronicle the Dance of the Dragons, a civil war in which rival factions of House Targaryen turn on one another in a brutal conflict that leaves dragons on the verge of extinction. Set nearly 200 years before Game of Thrones, the series would unfold in the same world but at a time when the Targaryen empire was at its zenith.

Martin had met Condal several years earlier, and the author knew that Condal possessed both a deep understanding of and a sincere appreciation for the dense and heady mythology he’d created in the A Song of Ice and Fire novels that had spawned Game of Thrones. Condal also had experience with fantasy and speculative drama. His Hollywood credits included the screenplay for the 2014 Dwayne Johnson–led sword-and-sorcery epic Hercules and co-creating the USA Network series Colony with Lost’s Carlton Cuse.

While it was clear that after Game of Thrones, any subsequent adaptations of the author’s fiction would be held to a standard of excellence not easily replicated, there was no way Condal could turn down the opportunity. So, over the next four years, he and a team of world-class creative collaborators worked tirelessly to shape what would become the first season of House of the Dragon. Martin’s authoritative retelling of the Targaryen saga, 2018’s Fire & Blood, served as their foundation.
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Milly Alcock as young Rhaenyra is embraced by Emily Carey as young Alicent in a scene from Season 1 of House of the Dragon.



Martin had taken the book’s title from House Targaryen’s “words,” a phrase that serves as a family’s motto or creed, and he wrote the tome largely as a historical document ostensibly authored by Archmaester Gyldayn of the Citadel of Oldtown, a character Martin has described as “a cantankerous old scholar.” Together, the author and Condal jointly outlined an initial season centering on such principal figures as the kindly, nonconfrontational King Viserys I Targaryen and the members of his inner circle: his hot-tempered younger brother, Daemon; his beloved daughter, Rhaenyra; his highest-ranking adviser, Otto Hightower, who serves in the office known as the Hand of the King; and Otto’s daughter, Alicent, Rhaenyra’s closest childhood friend.

They opened the series at a pivotal moment when the kingdom is wrestling with important questions of succession. The much-loved Old King Jaehaerys Targaryen, having no direct heirs, convenes a Great Council at the castle of Harrenhal to determine who will follow him onto the Iron Throne. More than 1,000 lords from across Westeros consider fourteen claims to the throne, but only two serious contenders emerge: Jaehaerys’s grandchildren Rhaenys and Viserys.

As Rhaenys is older than her cousin—and therefore the eldest direct descendant of the king—custom dictates that the throne should be hers. However, the lords decide that only a man should be allowed to rule. They support Viserys, leaving Rhaenys to be forever known as the Queen Who Never Was. The slight is met with outrage by her husband, the great sailor Corlys Velaryon, often called the Sea Snake, a moniker taken from the name of the most famous ship in his fleet. But the decision is applauded by Daemon, who, according to the rules of male primogeniture, is next in line to become king. That prologue set the stage for all the events that follow, with questions about succession driving the narrative.
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Daemon Targaryen’s sword, Dark Sister.
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Olivia Cooke as Alicent (left) and Emma D’Arcy as Rhaenyra.



Roughly ten years into his reign, Viserys’s wife dies giving birth to a son, and the baby tragically passes away hours later. The grief-stricken king soon learns that Daemon was seen celebrating the infant’s demise, which ensures that his claim to the throne remains in place. Devastated, Viserys banishes his younger brother and, disregarding convention, names his teenage daughter, Rhaenyra, as his heir. Representatives from Westeros’s most powerful houses are invited to the royal castle, known as the Red Keep, to pledge fealty to her.

Years later, even after the king takes Alicent as his second wife and fathers sons with her, Viserys stubbornly insists that Rhaenyra must ascend the Iron Throne after his death. His recalcitrance frustrates his most trusted advisers, including Otto Hightower, as the ambitious aristocrat wishes to see his daughter’s offspring follow Viserys onto the throne. He’s also certain that the king’s blatant disregard for patrilineal tradition will lead to unrest.

With the broad strokes of the season in place, Condal sought out a key creative partner with whom he could collaborate during the writing process. He found Emmy-nominated writer-producer Sara Hess, a television veteran of such inventive series as House, Deadwood, and Orange Is the New Black. Hess was keen to explore the ways in which the patriarchy impacted the world of Westeros, and how circumstances conspired to drive an ever-greater wedge between the show’s central protagonists, Rhaenyra and Alicent.

As the scripts came together, the two characters became the principal lens through which the episodes unfolded. Alicent and Viserys’s marriage leaves Rhaenyra feeling betrayed, while Rhaenyra’s brazen indifference to societal dictates infuriates Alicent. Forced into an arranged marriage with Corlys and Rhaenys’s son, Laenor, Rhaenyra gives birth to three boys, Jacaerys, Lucerys, and Joffrey. However, none of them have the white hair common to both the Targaryens and the Velaryons. Rather, they strongly resemble Ser Harwin Strong, the heir to Harrenhal, with whom Rhaenyra carries on an affair for years. Alicent is outraged by Viserys’s willingness to overlook his daughter’s obvious indiscretions, and in time, rising tensions prompt Rhaenyra to depart the capital city of King’s Landing for the ancient Targaryen stronghold of Dragonstone.

Still at odds, the former friends are reunited at funeral services for Laenor’s sister, Laena, Daemon’s wife and the mother of his daughters Rhaena and Baela. The animosity between them appears to harden into hatred once a violent altercation breaks out among their children, with Lucerys, known as Luke, partially blinding Alicent’s son Aemond by accident. To the family’s astonishment and horror, Alicent demands one of Luke’s eyes as retribution, forcing Viserys to intercede.
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Emma D’Arcy as Rhaenyra wearing her father’s crown.



Viserys’s protracted illness brings one final chance at reconciliation, but it is shattered when Alicent, misinterpreting the king’s dying wish, installs their son Aegon II on the Iron Throne. By that point, Rhaenyra, having helped Laenor escape with his lover to the continent of Essos, has taken Daemon as her new husband—marriage between family members being commonplace in Targaryen tradition as a means of ensuring the royal bloodline’s purity. While Daemon rages over Rhaenyra having been denied the throne, she’s determined to reclaim her stolen birthright without plunging the kingdom into conflict. Her perspective changes, however, once Rhaenyra learns that Aemond has recklessly caused Luke’s death, and from that point on, her thoughts turn only to vengeance.

As the storyline was being finalized and the scripts polished, two-time Emmy Award winning director Miguel Sapochnik joined Condal as co-showrunner. Sapochnik was well known to Game of Thrones fans—he had executive-produced the drama’s final season and directed some of the series’ most lauded episodes, including “Hardhome,” “Battle of the Bastards,” and “The Long Night.” Together, he and Condal decided to set up the production at Warner Bros. Studios Leavesden, in Watford, England, just outside London, rather than return to Belfast, Northern Ireland, where Game of Thrones had filmed.

They assembled a strong below-the-line team to bring their ambitious vision to life. Award-winner Jim Clay, whose credits include Love Actually, Children of Men, and Belfast, signed on as production designer. Jany Temime, known for her work on such films as Skyfall, Gravity, Black Widow, and five films in the Harry Potter franchise, was hired as costume designer. The producers tasked Emmy Award–nominated casting director Kate Rhodes James (Mr. Selfridge, Sherlock) with bringing together a gifted ensemble of actors led by Paddy Considine as the ill-fated Viserys and Matt Smith as Daemon.

In an unconventional twist, the roles of Rhaenyra and Alicent were split to accommodate the ten-year time jump the writers had scripted at the season’s midway point—a radical choice but one that was necessary to compress decades of story into just ten episodes. “Because this was a generational conflict, you have to cover that twenty years from Rhaenyra being named heir to she and Alicent having kids that are grown-ups themselves and getting into conflicts with each other,” Condal says. “The story is so complex that flashbacks would have been problematic and hard to follow. You really need to see those stories happening in real time to link in with them.”

As teenagers, Rhaenyra and Alicent were played by Milly Alcock and Emily Carey, with Emma D’Arcy stepping in midway through the first season as the adult incarnation of the Targaryen princess and Olivia Cooke taking on the role of the more mature Alicent. Rhys Ifans played Otto Hightower; Eve Best, Rhaenys; and Steve Toussaint her husband, the proud Lord of the Tides, Corlys Velaryon.

After encountering multiple delays related to the COVID-19 pandemic, principal photography on House of the Dragon got underway in April 2021. Shooting continued over the next ten months, with the production visiting other parts of the UK in addition to portions of southern Europe. The castle of Monsanto in Portugal doubled as the exterior of Dragonstone Castle, while Cáceres, Spain, a medieval-looking village located in the western portion of the country, stood in for parts of King’s Landing.
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Olivia Cooke as Alicent.



Once filming wrapped in February 2022, the production had six months to complete the massive amount of work required to finish the episodes—editing, visual effects, sound, and score all had to be finalized prior to the series’ August 21, 2022, premiere date. Despite the time crunch, no shortcuts were taken to meet the deadline.

The care and attention to detail that had gone into the creation of the series was immediately evident when the first episode debuted to record-breaking numbers. With an audience of nearly 10 million watching across linear and streaming platforms, House of the Dragon enjoyed the biggest premiere in HBO history. It notably outscored Game of Thrones, which had a 2.22 million viewership for its 2011 pilot episode.

Critics, too, found much to admire about the magnificently appointed drama. The Guardian’s Rebecca Nicholson wrote, “House of the Dragon is gorgeous, opulent television, cinematic and big, pushing at the edges of what TV can do,” while Variety’s Daniel D’Addario noted that “the show feels less like olden times than a depiction of when the world was new, before the social order ossified.”






WRITING THE NEXT CHAPTER
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FOR HOUSE OF THE DRAGON’S CREATIVE TEAM, THERE WAS NO DOWNTIME TO CELEBRATE THEIR ACHIEVEMENTS, AS THEY WERE ALREADY FULLY IMMERSED IN FASHIONING A FOLLOW-UP SEASON. DAYS AFTER FILMING ON THE INITIAL EPISODES HAD WRAPPED, THE WRITERS AND PRODUCERS RELOCATED FROM LEAVESDEN TO NEW OFFICES IN LONDON’S SOHO NEIGHBORHOOD, WHERE THEY BEGAN TACKLING SEASON 2, DETERMINING THE MAJOR EVENTS THAT WOULD UNFOLD AND WHICH NEW CHARACTERS THEY WOULD INTRODUCE. IT WAS AN ESPECIALLY FRENETIC PERIOD FOR CONDAL, WHO WAS BOTH COLLABORATING WITH HIS FELLOW WRITERS ON NEW SCRIPTS AND REVIEWING CUTS OF THE SEASON 1 EPISODES AS THEY WERE BEING ASSEMBLED. “OUR WRITERS’ ROOM WAS ABOUT A SIX-MINUTE WALK FROM OUR POSTPRODUCTION FACILITY, SO I WOULD RUN BACK AND FORTH,” HE SAYS.

Condal relied on executive producer Hess to oversee the Season 2 writers’ room, which included returning executive producer David Hancock and co-producer Eileen Shim, as well as Ti Mikkel, Martin’s longtime assistant, who had brought her extensive knowledge of the Westerosi mythos to the show as a consultant on the first season. “Ryan and I very much had our shorthand down,” Hess says. “He was in and out of postproduction, and I was in the [writers’] room a lot, but we’d talk all the time.”

Condal, Hess, and the other writers outlined a ten-episode season culminating in a deadly naval confrontation from Fire & Blood known as the Battle of the Gullet. However, it soon became clear that the ambitious narrative taking shape on paper would necessitate an extended production schedule. Embarking on another ten-month shoot would have had a knock-on effect, pushing back the release of House of the Dragon’s second season until 2025, a prospect that gave everyone pause.
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Sigils for House Targaryen (left) and House Hightower.
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A map representing the northernmost portions of Westeros.



To produce the second season more expeditiously, the creative team, together with HBO, made the difficult decision to trim the season to eight episodes. “We had to make a very clinical call to cull two episodes, which shrinks production down by two or more months, which means the show gets posted faster,” Condal says. “It means we can start writing Season 3 sooner. It was a rebreaking of the plan to try to compress time between seasons.”

Cutting corners to stick with the original episode order was simply not an option. “We’re making 500 pages of material,” Condal says. “That’s why it takes two years between seasons—and we’re killing ourselves to make it two years between seasons. Things that are good are good because the hours are put into them.”

For the next year, the writers devoted countless hours to building out a sophomore season that would further explore the growing enmity between the two sides of the royal family, referred to respectively as the Blacks and the Greens. The factions are named for the colors of the sigils associated with each clan—House Targaryen’s sigil is a red three-headed dragon on a black field, while House Hightower’s is a white stone watchtower topped by a green flame.

The writers were also keen to develop the nuanced relationships among the principal characters while introducing new faces and expanding the world of the show. Following the blueprint laid out in Fire & Blood, the episodes visit numerous locations previously featured on Game of Thrones, including Winterfell, ancestral home to House Stark, and the Wall, the northernmost point of Westeros and the landmark that denotes the end of the kingdom. The untamed lands beyond are far outside any royal remit.

Although the featured geography and the cast of characters grows significantly in the second season, the writers retained their central focus on the Targaryens, who, at the outset of the new run of episodes, have been pushed to the brink of war once Rhaenyra learns that Luke has died, and that Aemond is responsible. Following Aegon II’s coronation, the characters had encountered one another at Storm’s End, the seat of House Baratheon, where they’d each been sent to shore up alliances as envoys for their respective monarchs. Determined to claim one of Luke’s eyes and gift it to Alicent, Aemond chased his nephew through the night sky on the back of his powerful dragon, Vhagar. But he lost control of the enormous beast, leaving Vhagar to kill both Luke’s smaller, younger dragon, Arrax, and the prince himself.


[image: Image]
A map of Westeros displaying many of the key locations visited in House of the Dragon’s second season.
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King Aegon II Targaryen (Tom Glynn-Carney) sits on the Iron Throne.



For Condal, that sequence illustrated one of the most famous quotes from Fire & Blood: “ ‘Then the storm broke and the dragons danced’ was sort of the thematic end of the first season. You can imagine that final shot of Rhaenyra turning to the camera at the end of episode ten of the first season and hearing a narrator saying that line and understanding where the narrative was going to go from there. The Dance doesn’t really begin until that point. [Everything prior is] prelude, and now we find ourselves in it.”

Season 2 opens with the Blacks and the Greens in a state of anxious anticipation, Condal says. “For both sides, the story is very much about waiting for the next shoe to drop,” he says. “Rhaenyra’s side is wondering, How are we going to answer Luke’s betrayal and murder? And on the Red Keep side of things, they’re wondering specifically, How is Daemon going to react?” There isn’t complete alignment on either side throughout those council chambers, or even throughout the people in power as to how to respond.”

Rhaenyra is consumed by anger and grief. She is contemplating retaliation, but neither she, as the leader of the Blacks, nor Aegon II and the Greens are willing to unleash the most formidable weapons available to them—the fire-breathing dragons they control. Each of the two camps believes that it might be possible to intimidate the other and force a surrender by fanning out across the continent to shore up key allies and take control of strategic territories.

“The idea is to show an abundance of military might, and if fighting has to happen, hopefully, it can happen in a contained way instead of having a war being fought and dragons fighting and dying and falling out of the sky,” Condal says. “They’re all trying to find their footing, knowing that on the distant horizon is this threat of nuclear action in terms of the dragons and fearing what will happen if that Pandora’s box is opened.”

Both sides, too, appear largely determined to ignore the wisdom of the women in their midst. Despite having been crowned queen in an impromptu ceremony at Dragonstone, Rhaenyra struggles to fully assert her authority over the men who serve on her Black Council, many of whom simply wish for her to step aside so they might enact their own plans. At the Red Keep, Alicent, too, is ignored and dismissed by her sons and her father, who disregard her considerable political savvy and her years of experience serving on Viserys’s Small Council.

For the writers, the characters’ arcs were a means to continue their exploration of House of the Dragon’s powerful central theme—that the patriarchy would rather destroy itself than see a woman on the throne. “Rhaenyra is beginning to understand that even though she’s the queen, it doesn’t really matter,” Hess says. “Because she’s a woman, she’s seen as a figurehead, not somebody who’s actually in control. Alicent is realizing, Oh, I’m entirely disposable once the men are in charge. The season is about them coming to active reckoning with the patriarchy.”

Adds Condal: “Alicent and Rhaenyra were doing much better in a time of peace and prosperity, when you could have more nuanced arguments about what power is and who should be in power. But once it becomes a real war, the men who trained their entire life for this expect to step up to the front of the table and say, ‘Thank you very much, but this is what we’re going to do now.’ ”
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Emma D’Arcy on set filming the scene in which Rhaenyra discovers evidence of her son’s death—his cloak and the wing of his dragon.
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D’Arcy as the vengeful, grieving queen.
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